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Lippmann, one of America’s leading political.thiok- 
ers, urgently warns Western man that his . jib arty, is 
dangerously threatened. In bold, highly readable 
fashion, he re-examines traditional democratic 
ideals — freedom of speech, free public education, 
the enjoyment of private property, and other issues 
of vital concern to freedom-loving peoples all over 
the world. 


Mr. Lippmann believes that democratic pipcedures 
can be safeguarded only by a strong central govern- 
ment, unafraid of the power of mass opinioiL'’-Men 
win continue to be free, he says, only if they elect' 
officials who cannot be bribed, appeased dr intimi- 
dated by private groups, bat who will govern- ac-, 
cording to the public philosophy, or those principles - 
of unselfish behavior which formed the basis of 'th'e- 
U. S. Constitution. ' . 

Here is an imaginative, philosophically-groimded dis- 
cussion which urges every democratic citizen to place . 
the good of his fellow man above p>ersonal interest 
in order to preserve democracy at large, and his own 
individual liberty. 
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^OOK ONE 


Tloe Decline of the Weg 

- 

// 

*; 

CHAPTER ONe'!^ , 

S'v 

\v 

The Obscure Revolution ^ — 

1 . My Reason for Writing This Book 

During the fateful summer of 193S I began vnriting 
in an effort to come to terms in my own mind and hear: 
with the mounting disorder in our Western societj'. I 
living in Paris at the time, and I had learned "that ±r 
decision had been taken which was soon to lead Mr. Ccirr- 
berlain and Monsieur Daladier to Munich. Little here rtf' 
mained that another world war could be averted eirert r’ 
abject surrender, and yet there was no sure prc??rec: ±r 
France and Great Britain would be able to n±h5crrr 
onslau^t that was coining. They were unprer^red 
people were divided and demoralized. The Atrerrrs rrr 
far away, were determined to be neutral, and were rrrrrae. 

I was filled with foreboding that the nations cf Adrrr:; 
Community would not prove equal to the chrZd:^ 
that, if they failed, we should lose our grea: m±rrrr :: 
civility,^ the liberties Western man had wer: frr hrrasc 
centuries of struggle and which were e 3“ r" 

rising tide of barbarity. 

I began writing, impelled by fee reed - rr::^ rrm 
intelligible to myself the alarming hdhzr r: rs errrr 
liberal democracies to cope with dfe rstdrs: ~ ~ 
tu^J^ I had done a draft of the ccci: vrsr re — r 
France made it evident that we, tea mr irr r- - r~ r r r 

^ Sir Ernest Barker, Traditions of Chilzr '1?— I — ~ rm 
is from Coventry Patmore. 
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12 THE DECLINE OF THE WEST 

and, moreover, engaged alone if the Battle of Britain was 

But at this time the American people were as unprepar^ 
in their minds as in their military establishment. Could the 
democracies be rallied, could they be collected and nerved 
for the ordeal so that they -would be equal to this mortal 
challenge? They had the superior assets. They had the num- 
bers, the resources, the influence. But did they have the 
insight, the discipline to persevere, and the resolution to go 
through with it? Thou^ they had the means, did they also 
have the will, and did they still know how? A second world 
war was matog up out of the ruins and the failures of the 
first, and there was nothing to show that the Westerii demo- 
cratic governments were in control of their affairs and 
capable of making tire necessary decisions. They were re- 
acting to events and they were not governing them. Could 
they avoid defeat and conquest without an exhaustion 
which would rend the fabric of Western society, without 
enormities of suffering which would alienate the masses of 
the people, and without resorting to measures of violence 
which might become inexpiable? They were so very late, 
and they were becoming engaged in they knew not what. 
They had refused to take in what they saw, they had re- 
fused to believe what they heard, they had wished and they 
had waited, hoping against hope. 

It did not come easily to one who, like myself, had known 
the soft air of the world before the wars to recognize and 
acknowledge the sickness of the Western liberal demo- 
cracies. Yet as we were being drawn unready and rmarmed 
into the second of the great wars, there was no denying, 
it seemed to me, that there is a deep disorder in our society 
which comes not from the machinations of our enemies 
and from the adversities of the human condition but from 
within ourselves. I was one of a large company who felt 
fliat way. Never doubting that the utmost resistance W'as 
imperative and that defeat would be irreparable and in- 
tolerable, they were a company who Imew in their hearts 
mat by total war our world could not be made safe for 
democracy nor for the four freedoms. We were, I had come 
to see, not wounded but sick, and because we were failing 
to brmg order and peace to the world, we were beset by 
ose who beheved they have been chosen to succeed us. 



2 . 1911: The Revolutionary Year 

In December 1941 I put the manuscript away, knowing 
that so much was going to happen to the world and to 
me that if ever I went back to the book, it. would be to 
start all over again. When I did come back to it after the 
war, the foreboding which had inspired it was in a terrible 
measure realized. Something had gone very wrong in the 
liberal deniocracies. They had, to be siure, defeated their 
enemies. They bad avoided defeat and subjection. But they 
were imable to make peace and to restore order. For the 
second time in a generation they had failed to prevent a 
ruinous war, they had been unwilling to prepare themselves 
to wage the war, and when at long last and at exorbitant 
cost they had managed to defeat Sieir enemies, they had 
been unable to make peace out of their victories. They 
were entangled in a vicious circle of wars that led to ever 
bigger and wider wars. Could it be denied that they were 
sick with some kind of incapacity to cope with reality, to 
govern their affairs, to defend their vitd interests and, it 
might be, to insure their survival as free and democratic 
states? 

There was no mistaking the decline of the West. Thirty 
years after Wilson had proclaimed a world at peace under 
democratic governments, the North Atlantic democracfe? 
were preoccupied with the defense of western Europe and 
the fringes of the Eurasian continent. In less than half a 
century it had come to that. In 1900 men everywhere on 
earth had acknowledged, even when they resented, the rri- 
macy of the Western nations. They were the recrprrec 
leaders in the progress of mankind, and it was .is 
axiomatic that the question was when, and rot ^e±er 
the less advanced people would have learned hew r: rs 
the Western technolo^, to hold free electfcrs. r: rsrsr: 
the Bill of Rights and to live by its polhiral rhhoirrphy- 
Until 1917 the model for a new govemreri rr 

the world, even in Russia, was liberal demrem" or ±e 
British, the French, or the American strie. 

But by the end of 1920 things had a — 

Lord Bryce was then finishing hh Afodhrr w '• 

and though he still wrote in the p rewar ±rr 
cracy was spreading and that tna rrmrs: r: -= 
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in the world had doubled within fifteen years, he had seen 
the warning signs and he was troubled. It nught not be 
“really helpful to the younger generation, he wrote in 
the preface, but he could not “repress the pessimism^ of 
expenence.” He had to say that “although democracy has 
spread, and although no country that has tried it shows 
sm signs of forsaking it, we are not yet enMed to hold 
wia the men of 1789 that it is the natural and, therefore, 
in the long run, the inevitable form of government. Much 
has happened since the rising sun of liberty dazzled the 
eyes of the States-General at Versailles. Popular govern- 
ment has not yet been proved to ^arantee, always and 
everywhere, good government. If it be improbable, yel 
it is not unthmkable that, as in many countries impatience 
with tan^ble evils substituted democracy for monarchy oi 
' oligarchy, a like impatience might someday reverse the 
process.” ^ 

Three years later Mussolini marched on Rome, and Italj 
became the first of the bigger democracies “to reverse the 
process.” In retrospect we can now see that what Lore 
Bryce, writing at the end of the First World War, though' 
, was the pessimism of experience was in fact the intuitior 
of a sensitive and knowing observer. He had felt in hii 
bones, being too close to the event to perceive it, that i 
fundamental change in the prospects of democracy was ii 
the making. 

There had occurred, I now believe, an unrecognized 
revolution within the democratic states. By the third yeai 
of the First World War the cumulative losses had becomf 
■ so exorbitant that the institutional order of aU the bellig 
erents gave way under the stress and strain. The war hac 
become, in Ferrero’s telling phrase, hyperbolic, and th( 
prewar governments were incapable of imposing such un 
limited drafts upon the endurance and the loyalties of th< 
people. In the defeated countries the price of this was revo 
lution against the established order. The Romanoff, th 
HohenzoUem, the Hapsburg and the Ottoman Empire 
collapsed. In the victorious countries institutions were no 
overgrown, rulers were not exiled, imprisoned or exe 
cupd. But the constitutional order was altered subtly am 
yet ladjcaliy, within itself. 


James Bryec, Modern Democracies (1921), Vol. I. n 



3 - Internal Revolution in the Democracies' 

A VIGOROUS critic of democracy, Sir Henry Maine, writing 
in 1884 just as England was about to adopt general man- 
hood suffrage, observed that “there could be no grosser 
mistake” than the impression that “Democracy differs from 
Monarchy in essence.” For “the tests of success in the 
performance of the necessary and natural duties of a gov- 
ernment are precisely the same in both cases.”® These 
natural and necessary duties have to do with the defense 
and advancement abroad of the vital interests of the state 
and with its order, security, and solvency at home. In- 
variably these duties call for hard decisions. They are hard 
because the governors of the state must tax, conscript, 
command, prohibit; they must assert a public interest against 
private inclination and against what is easy and popular. 
If they are to do their duty, they must often swim against 
the tides of private feeling. 

The hardness of governing was little realized in the early 
1900’s. For more than half a century, while democracy 
was making its historic advance, there had been a remark- 
able interlude during which the governments rarely had to 
make hard decisions. Since Waterloo there had been no 
world war, and after the American Civil War only a few 
short and localized wars. It was a time of expansion, de- 
velopment, liberation; there were new continents to be 
colonized and there was a new industrial system to be 
developed. It seemed as though mankind had outlived the 
tempests of history. The governments — which were in- 
creasingly democratic, liberal and humane — ^were spared 
the necessity of dealing with the hard issues of war and 
peace, of security and solvency, of constitutional order and 
revolution. They could be concerned with improvements, 
witli tire more and more and the better and better. Life 
was secure, liberty was assured, and the way was open 
to the pursuit of private happiness. 

In this long peace, the liberals became habituated to the 
notion that in a free and progressive society it is a good 
thing that the government should be weak. For several 
generations the West had flourished under governments 

® Sir Henry Maine, Popular Govemmeni (1886), pp. 60-61. 
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that did not have to prove flieir strength hy making , the 
hard decisions. It had been possible to dream, without be- 
ing rudely awakened, that in the rivalry of the diverse in- 
terests aU would somehow come out for the best. The 
government could normally be neutral and for the most, 
part it could avoid making positive judgments of good 
and bad and of right and wrong. The pubhc interest could 
be equated with that which was revealed in election re- 
turns, in sales reports, balance sheets, circulation figures, 
and statistics of expansion. As long as peace could be 
taken for granted, the public good could be thou^t of as 
being immanent in the aggregate of private transactions. 
There was no need for a governing power which tran- 
scended the particular interests and kept them in order 
by ruling over them. 

All this was only, as we now know, a daydream during 
a brief spell of exceptionally fine weather. The dream 
ended with the outbreak of the First World War. Then 
we knew that the Age of Progress had not reformed the 
human condition of diversity and conflict; it bad not miti- 
gated the violence of the struggle for survival and domi- 
nation. 

In fact, the violence was intensified and extended as 
never before. The expansion and development during the 
peaceful decades had wrought, as Graham Wallas pointed 
out on the eve of the war, “a general change of social 
scale,” ^ and that change of scale bad revolutionary con- 
sequences. The forty years which separated the Franco- 
Prussian War from the First World War were, says John 
U. Nef, “in terms of material welfare ... the most 
successful yeans in history ... In little more than one 
generation the world’s population grew by almost as much 
as it had grown during the untold generations which sepa- 
rate Adam, the first man, from Newton, the first man of 
science of the seventeenth century. According to the enter- 
prising calculations of Colin Clark, the real income per 
person gainfully employed improved 75 per cent or more 
from_1870 to 1914, while the hours of work were su^ 
rtantially reduced in the wealthier countries of Western 
Europe — and in North America.” ® 

Because of the increase in the population, in the volume 
or production, and in the destructiveness of weapons, the 


^'‘6 Great Socfet>-. Ch. I. 

JOlin VI. Nef, Jfor and Human Progress, Ch. 18. 


war which brought to an end the Age of Progress had, 
says Nef, “none of the limiting features of the warfare 
which had been characteristic of Newton’s age. Europe 
could now afford enormous armies, could replenish and 
supply them again while the fighting proceeded. More 
money was needed to kill than ever before, but the money 
required turned out to be small in comparison with the 
money that could be raised (with the help of refined ad- 
vances in the use and manipulation of credit), and in 
relation to the quantity of munitions which money and 
credit could buy.” All this meant that when war broke 
out again, the advanced nations had become, as Nickerson 
says, “capable of sacrifices so irrationally great that the 
bleeding victor would faint upon the corpse of his victim.”® 

The strain of the war worked up a menacing popular 
pressure upon the weak governments. We can, I think, 
point to 1917 as the year when the pressure became so 
strong that the institutional framework of the established 
governments broke under it. 

The strain became unbearable. 1917 was the year of the 
two Russian revolutions. It was the year of the American 
involvement which brought with it the declaration of the 
Wilsonian principles. For Italy it was the year of Caporetto. 
For Austria-Hungary it was the beginrung of the end under 
the successor of Francis Joseph. For Germany it was the 
year of the July crisis and of the need of the Prussian mon- 
archy to listen to the Reichstag and its demand for a 
negotiated peace. For France it was the year of the mu- 
tinies, and for Britain the year of mortal peril from the 
submarine. In eastern and central Europe tortured and in- 
furiated masses brought down the historic states and the 
institutions of the old regime. In western Europe and in 
North America the breakthrough took the form — if I 
may use the term — of a deep and pervasive infiltration. 
Behind the fagade, which was little changed, the old struc- 
ture of executive government with the consent of a rep- 
resentative assembly was dismantled — ^not everywhere and 

® “In the mflitary massacres of 1914-1915-1916 the French had 
lost permanently over 900,000 men, the British about half that 
number, and the Germans well over 800,000 ... the Russians had 
mobilized 12,000,000 men and of them at least four million are 
presum^ to have died, another 2,500,000 had become prisoners or 
were missing and an additional million were seriously wounded.” 
Hoffman Nickerson, T/ie Armed Horde (1940), pp. 292-294. 
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not in all fields, bnt where it mattered the most- 
makins of high policy for war and peace. , . - , 

The existing governments had exhausted their unpenum 
—their authority to bind and their power to command. ■ 
With their traditional means they were no longer able to 
carry on the hyperbolic war; yet they were unable to- 
negotiate peace. They had, therefore, to turn to the P&^le. 
They had to ask stili greater exertions and sacrifices. They 
obtained them by “democratizing” the conduct and the 
aims of the war; by pursuing total victory and by promismg ; 


total peace. . , , . . 

In substance they ceded the executive power of decision 
over the strategical and the political conditions for con- 
cluding the war. In efiect they lost control of the war. 
This revolution appeared to be a cession of power to the 
representative assemblies, and when it happened it was 
acclaimed as promising the end of the evils of secret di- 
plomacy and &e undemocratic conduct of unpopular wars. 
In fact, the powers which were ceded by the executive 
passed through the assemblies, which could not exercise 
tliem, to the mass of voters v/ho, though unable also to 
exercise them, passed them on to the party bosses, the 
agents of pressure groups, and the magnates of the new 
media of mass communications. 

The consequences were disastrous and revolutionary. 
The democracies became incapacitated to wage war for 
rational ends and to make a peace which would be ob- 
served or could be enforced. 


4. The Paralysis of Governments 

PerHjws, before going any further, I should say that I 
am a liberal democrat and have no wish to disenfranchise 
my fellow citizens. My hope is that both liberty and de- 
mocracy can be preserved before the one destroys the 
otner, ^^ether tms can be done is the question of our 
ume, what twth more than half the world denying and 

^ IS to 

r must be uninhibited in our examination 

since our condition is manifestly 
been enors in war and peace that have 

adopt governments, we must 

peonL^s ^ sovereign 

people as we do about the politicians they elect. It wall 
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not do to think poorly of the politicians and to talk with 
bated breath about the voters. No more than the kings 
before them should the people be hedged with divinity. 
Like all princes and rulers, like all sovereigns, they are 
ill-served by flattery and adulation. And they are betrayed 
by the servile hypocrisy which tells them that what is true 
and what is false, what is right and what is wrong, can 
be determined by their votes. 

If I am right in what I have been saying, there has 
developed in this century a functional derangement of 
the relationship between the mass of the people and the 
government. The people have acquired power which they 
are incapable of exercising, and the governments they 
elect have lost powers which they must recover if they are 
to govern. What then are the true boundaries of the peo- 
ple’s power? The answer cannot be simple. But for a rough 
beginning let us say that the people are able to give and 
to withhold their consent to being governed — their con- 
; sent to what the government asks of them, proposes to 
' them, and has done in the conduct of their affairs. They 
. can elect the government. They can remove it. They can 
' approve or disapprove its performance. But they cannot 
. administer the government. They cannot themselves per- 
form. They cannot normally initiate and propose the 
necessary legislation. A mass cannot govern. The people, 
as Jefferson said, are not “qualified to exercise themselves 
i the Executive Department; but they are qualified to name 
the person who shall exercise it . . . They are not quali- 
fied to legislate; with us therefore they only choose the 
legislators.”^ 

Where mass opinion dominates the government, there 
. is a morbid derangement of the true fimctions of power. 

■t The derangement brings about the enfeeblement, verging 
; on paralysis, of the capacity to govern. This breakdown 
■ in the constitutional order is the cause of the precipitate 
I and catastrophic decline of Western society. It may, if it 
I cannot be arrested and reversed, bring about the fall of 
I the West. 

I propensity to this derangement and the vulner- 

• ability of our society to it have a long and complex his- 
i tory. Yet the more I have brooded upon the events which 
i I have lived through myself, the more astoundins and 

[ 

1 T fForfe (Ford ed. V, pp. 103-104, 1892-1898) cited in Yves K. 

I bimon, l^lulosophy of Democratic Government (1951), p. 169. 
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significant docs it sccra that the decline of the power and 
influence and self-confidcncc of tiic Western democracies 
lias been so steep and so sudden. We liave fallen far in n 
short span of time. However long the underlying erosion 
had been going on, \vc were still a great and powerful 
and flourishing community when (lie First World War 
began. What we have seen in not only decay' — thoufji 
much of the old structure was dissolving — but sonic* 
thing which can be called an historic catastrophe. 


CHAPTER TWO 

t 

The Malady of Democratic States 

I. Public Opinion in War and Peace 

Writing in 1913, just before the outbreak of the war, 
and having in mind Queen Victoria and King Edward 
the VII, Sir Harry Johnston thus described how foreign 
affairs v/ere conducted in the Nineteenth Century: 

In those days, a country’s relations with its neighbors 
or with distant lands were dealt with almost exclusively 
by the head of the State — ^Emperor, King, or President 
— ^acting with the more-or-less dependent Minister-of- 
State, who was no representative of the masses, but the 
employe of the Monarch. ' Events were prepared and 
sprung on a submissive, a confident, or a stupid people. 
The public Press criticized, more often applauded, but 
had at most to deal with a fait accompli and make the 
best of it. Occasionally, in our own land, a statesman, 
out of office and discontented, went round the great 
provincial towns agitating against the trend of British 
foreign policy — ^perhaps wisely, perhaps unfairly, we 
do not yet know — and scored a slight success. But once 
in office, his Cabinet fell in by degrees with the views 
of the Sovereign and the permanent officials (after the 
fifties of the last century these public servants were a 
factor of ever-growing importance) ; and, as before, the 
foreign policy of the Empire was shaped by a small 
camarilla consisting of the Sovereign, two Cabinet Min- 
isters, the permanent Under-Secretary of State for For- 
eign Affairs, and perhaps one representative of la plus 
haute finance.'^ 

Without taking it too literally, this is a fair description 
of how foreign affairs were conducted before the First 
World War. There were exceptions. The Aberdeen gov- 

_ ^ Sir Harry Johnston, “Common Sense in Foreign Policy,” pp. 1-2, 
cited in Howard Lee McBain & Lindsay Rogers, The NeM’ Consti- 
tutions of Europe (1922), p. 139. 
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emmenl, for example, was overthrown 
of its inefficient conduct of the Crimean War. But gen- 
erally speaking, the elected parliaments were httic con- 
sulted in the deliberations which led up to war, or on the 
liieh strategy of the war, on the terms of tlic armistice, , 
on the conditions of peace. Even their nght to be m- 
formed was severely limited, and the principle of the 
system was, one might say, that war and peace were the 
business of the executive department. The power of deci- 
sion was not in, was not even shared with, the House of 
Commons, the Chamber of Deputies, tlic Reichstag. 

The United States was, of course, a special case. The 
Congress has always had constitutional rights to advise 
and to be consulted in the declaration of war and in the 
ratification of treaties. But at the time I am talking about, 
that is to say before the First World War broke out, it 
was American policy to abstain from the role of a great 
power, and to limit its sphere of vital interests to the 
Western Hemisphere and the North Pacific Ocean. Only' 
in 1917 did the American constitutional system for deal- 
ing with foreign afiairs become involved with the conduct 
of world affairs. 


For the reasons which I outlined in the first chapter 
this system of executive responsibility broke don'll during 
the war, and from 1917 on the conduct of the war and 
then the conditions of the armistice and the peace were 
subjected to the dominating impact of mass opinions. 

Saying this docs not mean that the great mass of the 
people have had strong opinions about the whole range 
of complex issues which were before the military staffs 
and tlie foreign offices. The action of mass opinion has 
not been, and in the nature of things could not be, con- 
tinuous through the successive phases in which affairs de- 
velop. Action has been discontinuous. Usually it has been 
a massive negative imposed at critical junctures when a 
new genera! course of policy needed to be set. There 
have, of course, been periods of apathy and of indiffer- 
Bnce._ But democratic politicians have preferred to shun 
foresight about troublesome changes to come, knowing 
that the massive veto was latent, and that it would be 
expensive to them and to their party if they provoked it. 

In the winter of 191S-19I9, for example, Lloyd George, 
Oemenceau, Wilson and Orlando were at a critical junc- 
ture of modem history. The Germans were defeated, 
their government was overthrown, their troops disarmed 
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and disbanded. The Allies were caUed upon to decide 
whether they would dictate a punitive peace or would 
negotiate a peace of reconciliation. 

In the Thirties the British and the French governments 
had to decide whether to rearm and to take concerted 
measures to contain Hitler and Mussolini or whether to 
remain unarmed and to appease them. The United States 
had to decide whether to arm in order to contain the 
Japanese or to negotiate with, them at the expense of 
China. 

During the Second World War the British and the 
American governments had again to make the choice be- 
tween total victory with unconditional surrender and ne- 
gotiated settlernents whose end was reconciliation. 

These 'were momentous issues, like choosing at the 
fork of the road a way from which there is no turning 
back: whether to arm or not to arm — ^whether, as a 
conflict blows up, to intervene or to withdraw — ^whether 
in war to flght for the unconditional surrender of the 
adversary or for his reconciliation. The issues are so 
momentous that public feeling quickly becomes incandes- 
cent to them. But they can be answered with the only 
words that a great mass qua mass can speak — with a 
Yes or a No. 

Experience since 1917 indicates that in matters of war 
and peace the popular answer in the democracies is likely 
to be No. For everything connected with war has become 
dangerous, painful, disagreeable and exhausting to very 
nearly everyone; The rule to which there are few excep- 
tions — ^the acceptance of the Marshall Plan is one of them 
—is that at the. critical junctures, when the stakes are 
' high, the prevailing mass opinion will impose what 
I amounts to a veto upon changing the course on which 

j the government is at the time proceeding. Prepare for 
war in time of peace? No. It is bad to raise taxes, to un- 
; balance the budget, to. take men away from their schorls 
I or their jobs, to provoke the enemy. Inten’ene in a ce- 
i veloping conflict? No. Avoid the risk of war. v;x±±n- 
from the area of the conflict? No. The adversarr nnasr 
i not be appeased. Reduce your claims on the area* Z'-'r, 

! Righteousness cannot be compromised. Nenrnas a r — •- 
I promise peace as soon as the oppoitusiw n-esnms hseiT 
No. The aggressor must be punished. R==±z '■ — " 
j enforce the dictated settlement? No. Ihe ~ is r^. 

;i The ui^happy truth is that the prerafhzr — 
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has bcca destructively wrong at the critical junctures. 
oeople have imposed a veto upon the judgments oi i 
formed and responsible officials. They have compellec 
tlte governments, which usually knew what would na\. 
been, wiser, or was necessary, or was more ppedieat, u 
be too late with too little, or too !ong_ with too mucti, ; 
too pacifist in peace and too bellicose in war, too neu- 
tralist or appeasing in negotiation or too intransigent. 
Mass opinion has acquired mounting power in thi.s cen- 
tury. It has shown itself to be a dangerous master ot 
decisions when the slakes arc life and death. 


2 . The C<»)}p7ihion to Make Mistakes 

The errors of public opinion in these matters have a 
common characteristic. The movement of opinion is 
slower than the movement of events. Because of that, 
the cycle of subjective sentiments on war and peace is 
usually out of gear with the cycle of objective develop- 
ments. Just because they ate mass opinions there is an 
inertia in them. It takes much longer to change many 
minds than to change a few. It takes time to inform and 
to persuade and to arouse large scattered varied multi- 
tudes of persons. So before Uie multitude have caught up 
with the old events there are likely to be new ones com- 
ing up over the horizon with which tlie government 
should be preparing to deal. But the majority will be 
more aware of what they have just caught up with near 
at hand than with what is still distant and in the future. 
For these reasons the propensity to say No to a change 
of course sets up a compulsion to make mistakes. Tlie 
opinion deals with a situation which no longer exists. 

When ffie world wars came, the people of the liberal 
democracies could not be aroused to the exertions and 
struggle until they had been fright- 
ened by the opening disasters, had been incited to passion- 
ate hatted, and had become intoxicated with unlimited 
hope. To overcome this inertia the enemy had to be 
portrayed as evil incarnate, as absolute and congenital 
wickedness. Tlie people wanted to be told that when this 
particular enemy had been forced to unconditional sur- 
render, they would re-enter the golden age. This unique 
war would end all wars. This last war would make the 
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v/orld safe for democracy. This crusade would make, the 

whole v/orld a democracy. ... . . 

As a result of this impassioned nonsense public opmion 
became so envenomed that the people would not county 
nance a workable peace; they wete against any public 
man who showed “any tenderness for the Hun,” or was 
inclined to listen to the “Hun food snivel.”- 


3. The Pattern of the Mistakes 

In qrdek to see in its true perspective what happened, 
we must remember that at the end of the First World 
War the only victorious powers were the liberal democ- 
racies of the West. Lenin, who had been a refugee in 
Switzerland until 1917, was still at the very beginning 
of ids struggle to become the master of empire of 
the Romanoffs. Mussolini was an obscure journalist, and 
nobody had dreamed of Hitler. The men who took part 
in the Peace Conference were men of the same standards 
and tradition. They were the heads of duly elected gov- 
ernments in countries where respect for civil liberty was 
the nile. Europe from the Atlantic to the Pripet Marshes 
lay wthin the military orbit of their forces. All the un- 
democratic empires, enemy and aUy, had been destroyed 
by defeat and revolution. In 1918 — ^unlike 1945 — ^there 
had been no Yalta, there was no ahen foreign minister 
at the peace conference who held a veto on the settlement. 

Yet as soon as the terms of the settlement were known, 
it was evident that peace had not been made with Ger- 
many. It was not for want of power but for want of states- 
manship that the liberal democracies failed. They failed 
to restore order in that great part of the world which — 
outside of revolution^ Russia — was still within the orbit 
of Aeir influence, still amenable to their leadership, still 
subject to their decisions, still working within the same 
economy, still living in the same international community, 
still thinking in the same universe of discourse. In this 
failure to rnake peace there was generated the cycle of 
wars in which the West has suffered so sudden and so 
spectacular a decline. 

Public opinion, having vetoed reconciliation, bad trade 
the settlement unworkable. And so when a new senera- 

- Cf. Harold Nicholson, Peacemaking, Ch-s. UL 
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fion of Germans £rcw up, they rebelled. But by that time 
the Western democracies, so recently loo warlike to make 
peace with the unarmed German Republic, had become 
too pacifist to take the risks which could have prevented 
the war Hitler was announcing he would wage against 
Europe. Having refused the risk of trying to^prevent war, 
lliev would not now prepare for the war. Tlie European 
democracies chose to rely on the _ double negative of 
unanned appcrisciucnt, and the American, deinocracy cliosc 
to rely on unarmed isolation. 

When the unprevented war came, the fatal cycle w’as 
repeated. Western Europe was defeated and occupied be- 
fore the British people began seriously to wage the war. 
And after the catastrophe in Western Europe eighteen 
agonizing months of indecision elapsed before the sur- 
prise and shock of Pearl Harbor did lor the American 
people what no amount of argument and evidence and 
reason had been able to do. 

Once again it seemed impossible to wage the war 
energetically except by inciting the people to paroxysms 
of hatred and to utopian dreams. So they were told that 
the Four Freedoms would be established everywhere, once 
die incurably bad Germans and the incurably bad Japanese 
bad been forced to surrender unconditionally. The war, 
could be popular only if the enemy was aliogetfaer evil 
and the Allies very nearly perfect. This mixture of en- 
venomed hatred and furious righteousness made a public 
opinion which would not tolerate the calculated com- 


promises that durable settlements demand. Once again 
the people were drugged by the propaganda which had 
aroused them to fight the war and to endure its miseries. 
Once again they would not think, once again they ■would 
not allow their leaders to think, about an eventual peace 
with their enemies, or about the differences that must 
anse among the Allies in this coalition, as in all earlier 
one^ How well this popular diplomacy worked is attested 

years after the democracies 
had disarmed their enemies, they were imploring their 
tomer enemies, Germany and Japan, to rearm. 

Tme record shows that the people of the democracies, 
navmg become sovereign in this century, have made it 
mcreasin^y difficult for their governments to prepare 
oiake peace. Their responsible 
trials have been like the ministers of an opinionated 
nd willful despot. Between the critical junctures, when 
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public opinion has been inattentive or not vehemently 
aroused, responsible officials have often been able to cir- 
cumvent extremist popular opinions and to wheedle tlheir 
wa}' towards moderation and good sense. In the crises, 
however, democratic officials — over and above their own 
human propensity to err — have been compelled to make 
the big mistakes that public opinion has insisted upon. 
Even the greatest men have not been able to turn back 
the massive tides of opinion and of sentiment. 

There is no mystery about why there is such a tendency 
for popular opinion to be wrong in judging war and 
peace. Strategic and diplomatic decisions call for a kind 
of knowledge — not to speak of an experience and a sea- 
soned judgment — which cannot be had by glancing at 
newspapers, listening to snatches of radio comment, watch- 
ing politicians perform on television, hearing occasional 
lectures, and reading a few books. It would not be enough 
to make a man competent to decide whether to amputate 
a leg, and it is not enough to qualify him to choose war 
or peace, to arm or not to arm, to intervene or to with- 
draw, to fight on or to negotiate. 

Usually, moreover, when the decision is critical and 
urgent, the public will not be told the whole truth. What 
can be told to the ^eat public it will not hear in the 
complicated and qualified concreteness that is needed for 
a practical decision. Wffien distant and unfamiliar and 
complex things are communicated to great masses of 
people, the truth suffers a considerable and often a radical 
distortion. The complex is made over into the simple, 
the hypothetical into the dogmatic, and the relative info 
an absolute. Even when there is no deliberate distortion 
by censorship and propaganda, which is unlikely in tim e 
of war, the public opinion of masses cannot be counted 
upon to apprehend regularly and promptly ffie reality of 
things. There is an inherent tendency in opinion to feed 
upon rumors excited by our own wishes and fears. 


4. Democratic Politiciam 

At the critical moments in this sad history, there hete 
been men,^ worth listening to, who warned the reeTle 
against their mistakes. Always, too, there hare heer rec 
inside the governments who judsed corrsedr. herrase 
they were permitted to know in time, the areeifcreh are 
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unvarnished truth. But the climate of modem democracy 
does not usually inspire them to speak out. For what 
Churchill did in the Thirties before Munich was excep- 
tional: die general rule is that a democratic politician had 
better not be right too soon. Very often the penally is 
political death. It is much safer to keep in step widi the 
parade of opinion dian to try to keep up vrith the swifter 
movement of events. ^ , , 

In government olSccs which are sensitive to the vehe- 
mence and passion of mass sentiment public men have .no 
sure tenure. They are in effect perpetual office seekers, 
always on trial for their political lives, always required 
to court their restless constituents. They arc deprived of 
dicir independence. Democratic politicians rarely feel they 
can afford the luxury of telling the whole truth to the 
people.’ And since not telling it, though prudent, is un- 
comfortable, diey find it easier if they themselves do not 
have to hear too often too much of the sour truth. The 
men under diem who report and collect the news come to 
realize in their turn that it is safer to be wrong before it 
has become fashionable to be right. 

With exceptions so rare that they are regarded as 
1 miracles and freaks of nature, successful democratic poli- 
ticians arc insecure and intimidated men. They advance 
politically only as they placate, appease, bribe, seduce, 
bamboozle, or otherwise manage to manipulate the de- 
manding and threatening elements in their constituencies. 
Tlic decisive consideration is not whether the proposition 
is good but whether it is popular — not whether it will 
work w'cll and prove itself but whether the active talking 
constituents like it immediately. Politicians rationalize this 
scrv'itude by saying that in a democracy public men are 
die servants of die people. 

® ‘As W'c look over the list of the early leaders of the republic, 
Washington, John Ad.ims, Hainilion, and others, we discern that 
they were ail men who insisted upon being themselves and who re- 
fused^ to truckle to the people, IVith each succeeding generation, the 
growing demand of the people that its elective officials shall not 
irao but merely register the popular will has steadily undenained 
the mdep^dence of those who derive their power from popular 
election. The persistent refusal of the Adamses to sacrifice the in- 
tegrity of their ovvn intellectual and moral standards and values for 
me sake of winning public office or popular f.avor is another of the 
which we may measure the divergence of Air.er- 

IT point." James Tmslow Adams, The 

Adems Famtfy (1930), p. 95. 
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This devitalization of the governing power is the malady 
of democratic states. As the malady grows the executives 
become hi^y susceptible to encroachment and usurpa- 
tion by elected assemblies; they are pressed and harassed 
by the higgling of parties, by the agents of organized inter-, 
ests, and by die spokesmen of sectarians and ideologues. 
The malady can be fatal. It can be deadly to the very sur- 
vival of the state as a free society if, when the great and 
hard issues of war and peace, of security and solvency, of 
revolution and order are up for decision, the executive 
and judicial departments, with their civil servants and 
technicians, have lost their power to decide. 



CHAPTER THREE 


llie Derangement of Powers 

I. The Governors and the Governed 

When I describe the malady of democratic states a 
derangement in the relation between the mass of 
people and the government, I am, of course, imply 
that there is a sound relationship and that we should , 
able to know what it is. We must now examine this assun' 
tion. We are looking into the relation between, on the o 
hand, the governing or executive power, and, on 
other hand, the elected assembly and the voters in 1 
constituencies. The best place to begin is in the sim; 
beginnings of our constitutional development — in i 
medieval English Parliament — before the essential fr. , 
f-tions and fheir relations had become comolicated bv 
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the men of the counties. They are to meet, and tlie King 
will ask the Knights what aid they will grant to him. Tliis 
is the basic relationship. The government can act. Because 
it can act, it decides what action should be taken, and 
it proposes the measures; it then asks the representatives 
of those v/ho must supply the money and the men for the 
means to carry out its decisions. The governed, through 
their representatives, the two Knights of the Shire from 
each county, give or withhold their consent. 

From the tension and the balance of the two powers — 
that of the ruler and that of the ruled — there evolved the 
written and the unwritten contracts of the constitution. 
The grant of aid by the ruled must be preceded by the 
ruler’s redress of their grievances. The government will be 
refused the means of governing if it docs not listen to 
the petitions, if it does not inform, if it does not consult, 
if it cannot win the consent of, those v/ho have been elected 
as tlie representatives of the governed. 

The executive is the active power in the state, the asking 
and the proposing power. The representative assembly is 
the consenting power, the petitioning, the approving and 
the criticizing, the accepting and the refusing power. The 
two powers are necessary if there is to be order and free- 
dom. But each must be true to its own nature, each limiting 
and complementing the other. The government must be 
able to govern and the citizens must be represented in 
order that they shall not be oppressed. The health of the 
system depends upon the relationship of the two powers. 
If cither absorbs or destroys the functions of the other 
power, the constitution is deranged. 

Tliere is here a relationship bctv'cen governors and 
governed which is, I would contend, rooted in the nature 
of things. At the risk of reasoning by analogy, I would 
suggest that this duality of function within a political 
society has a certain resemblance to that of the two sexes. 
In the act of reproduction each sex has an unalterable 
physiological function. If this function is devitalized or is 
confused with the function of tlie other sex, the result is 
sterility and disorder. 

In the final acts of the state the issues are war and 
peace, security and solvency, order and insurrection. In 
these final acts the executive posver cannot he excrcLsed 
by the representative as.scmbly. Nor can it be exercised 
after the suppre.ssion of the as.sembly. For in the derange- 
ment of the two primarj' functions lie the seeds of disaster. 
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2. The Fcople and the Voters 

A KECENT historian o£ the Tudor Revolution, Mr, G. R. 
Elton, says that “our history is still much written by whip, 
the champions of political freedom," and that “while the 
safeguards against despotism have long been understood 
and often described, —strong rule, preventing anmchy 
and preserving order, requires still much exploration. 
There have been periods, he goes on to say, of which the 
Tudor Age was one — and our oivn, we may add, is an- 
other — when men were so ready to be governed, being 
so oppressed by disorder, that they have preferred strong 
government to free government. 

The Western liberal democracies are a declining power 
in human affairs. I argue that this is due to a derangement 
of the functions of their governments which disables them 
in coping with the mounting disorder. I do not say, indeed 
it is impossible to know surely, whether the malady can be 
cured or whether it must run its course. But I do say that 
if it cannot be cured, it will continue to erode the safe- 
guards against despotism, and the failure of the West may 
be such that freedom will bo lost and will not be restored 
again except by another revolution. But for either con- 
tingency, for cure now or for recovery after a catastrophe, 
our first necessity is to work towards an adequate knowl- 
edge of the two functions, their nature, and their de- 
rangement. 

In order to do so it is necessary at the outset to reduce 
the ambiguity of the term “the people.” For it has two 
different meanings, which it may be convenient to dis- 
tinguish typographically. When we speak of popular sover- 
eignty, we must know whether we are talking about The 
People, as voters, or about The People, as a community 
of the entire living population, with their predecessors and 
successors. 

_ It is often assumed, but without vmrrant, that the opin- 
ions of The People as voters can be treated as fte ex- 
pression of the interests of The People as an historic 
commimity. The crucial problem of modem democracy 
anses from the fact that this assumption is false. The 
TOters rannot be relied upon to represent The People. 
me opinions of voters in elecdons are not to be accepted 
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unquestioningly as true judgments of the vital interests 
of the community. 

To whom, for example, did the Preamble of the Con- 
stitution refer when it said that “We, the People of the 
United States . . . ordain and establish this Constitution”? 
On September 17, 1787, about forty members signed the 
draft on which they had been working since May, 25, for 
one hundred and sixteen days. In Article VII of their 
text they stipulated that if and when conventions in nine 
states had ratified it, then for those nine states The People 
of the United States would have ordained and estabhshed 
the Constitution. In this context a majority of the dele- 
gates elected to nine state conventions were deemed to 
be entitled to act as The People of the United States. 

The inhabitants of the United , States who were quali- 
fied to vote for these delegates were not a large number. 
They included no slaves, no women and, except in New 
York, only such adult males as could pass property and 
other highly restrictive tests. We do not have accurate 
figures. But according to the census of 1790 the popula- 
tion was 3,929,782. Of these, 3,200,000 were free persons 
and the adult males among them who were entitled to vote 
are estimated to have been less than 500,000. Using the 
Massachusetts figures as a statistical sample, it may be 
assumed that less than 1 60,000 actually voted for delegates 
to all the ratifying conventions; and of those voting, per- 
haps 100,000 favored the adoption of the Constitution.® 
The exact figures do not matter. The point is that the 
voters were not — and we may add that they have never 
been and can never be — more than a fraction of the total 
population. They were less than 5 per cent when the 
Constitution was ordained. They were not yet 40 per cent 
in 1952 when, except under the special conditions in 
the South, we had universal adult suffrage. Manifestly, 


® These figures are from a memorandum prepared for me r 
friend. Prof. Allan Nevins. In his coverine letter, Jacnar.' 2-. i 
he says: 

“Anyone who writes about election figures in our eariy 
history treads upon very unsafe ground. Tnistwcrthy cum— 
statistics and the general information — are too scartv ary 
plicit statement of detailed conclusions for the ccmrrs’ as i ^ 
As ^ you will see, I have found ficures for vnrfccs smres — ^ 
calities, but we have no warrant for seneralizirc tier: rr rrri“ 
the county in its entirety. What we c^~s=y rsfnr: 

1 think, is that in these early electiorj the vcte 5 

cent of the whole populationJ’ 
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the voters can never be equal to the whole population, 
even to the whole living adult population. 

Because of the discrepancy bctw’ccn The People as 
voters and The People as the corporate nation, the voters 
have no title to consider theraselves proprietors ol the 
commonwealth and to claim tJiat their interests are identi- 
cal with the public interest. A prevailing plurality of liic 
voters arc not The People. Tlie claim that they are is a , 
bogus title invoked to justify the usurpation of tlie execu- 
tive power by representative assemblies and the intinu- 
dation of public men by demagogic politicians. In , fact 
demagoguery can be described as the sleight of band by 
which a faction of Tlic People as voters are invested with 
the authority of The People. That is why so many crimes 
are committed in the people’s name. • 

There are eminent political philosophers who reject 
this analytical distinction. Those who are strongly nomi- 
nalist in their Cast of mind, wliich modem men tend to 
be, look upon the abstract concept of a corporate people 
as mere words and rather like conjuring up spooks. Thus, 
according to that resolute nominalist, Jeremy Bentham, 
“die community is a fiedtious body, composed of the in- 
Idual persons who are considered as constituting as it 
-ic its members. The interest of the community tlicn is, ■ 
vhat? — The sum of the interests of the several members 
who compose it.” ^ 

There is an apf'— -t ‘ '••• . md empirical raatter- 

of-factness in this '■ hard ice is thin. For 

Bentham has forgotten that “the several members who 
compose” the community are never identically the same 
members from one hour to another. If a community were 
what he says it is, then in theory it should be possible to 
make a directory of its members, each with his address. 
But no such list could ever be compiled. Wiiiie it was 
compiled, new members would be being bom and 
old members would be dying. That is why it makes no 
sense to describe “'Hie People of the United States” who 
ordained and established the Constitution as the inhabit- 
United States on that particular June 21, 

1 /pb, vmen die Constitution was established and br- 
aamed. Between sunrise and snnset of that historic day 
the persons composing The People had changed. In thirty 

I. iv! Principles of Morals and Legislation, Ch. 
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survival and domination. Without the invisible and tran- 
scendent community to bind them, why should they care 
for posterity? And why should posterity care about them, 
and about their treaties and their contracts, their commit- 
ments and their promises? Yet without these engagements 
to the future, they could not live and workj without, 
these engagements tlie fabric of society Is unraveled and 
shredded. 


3. The Receiitly ETijrancbised Voters 


The doctrine of popular sovereignty is ancient .and 
venerable. But until about tlic second half of the Nine- 
teenth Century, it did not imply the enfranchisement 
of &e people. When, for example, Charlemagne was 
crowned in 800 a.d., the Pope professed to be declaring 
the will of tlie people. Tliis has been called the principle 
of “virtual representation.”^ Those who do not vote be- 
cause they lack the franchise, or cannot vote because they 
.are infants or even unborn, are presumed to be repre- 
sented by someone like the Pope, the king, the parlia- 
._ment, speaking in their name. 

By the coronation of 800 a.d. the empire was being 
j nsferred from the Greeks to the Germans. A reason 
as needed to explain why a German prince, rather than 
tlie Emperor of Byzantium, was to be henceforth the law- 
ful successor of the Roman Caesars. The ofBce of emperor 
was not hereditary, and in any event Charlemagne could 
have made no claim of kinship; the emperor was not ap- 
pointed by the Pope; he was chosen by the German 
princes v;ho belonged to the College of Electors. A doc- 
trine was necessary which would justify and could compel 
everyone to believe that Charlemagne was the legitimate 
successor of Caesar. 

The publicists of tlie new empire took for a foundation 
the accepted^ theory that “the Imperial power, as successor 
to me Imperium of the Roman Caesars, was founded orig- 
mahy on an act of transference performed by the people 
m the Lex Regia.”® They argued that what had happened 


’’The Keat exponent o£ "virtual representation” was Burke. Cf. 
ms speech (1784) On the Reform of the Representation of the 
Commons m Parliament. 

D^'^’elopment of Political Theory, trans- 
lated by Bernard Preyd (1939; original first published 1880), p. 92. 
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once at the beginning of the impenal power would have 
to happen again whenever the throne was vacant. As the 
impenum “escheats or reverts to the people”; and the 
people had then to choose a new emperor, they mi^t 
even “translate” the empire from one nation to another, 
in this instance from the Greeks to the Germans. Need- 
less to say, “the people,” who were presumed to have this 
power, had neither votes nor any other means of making 
their will known. It was presumed that they wished to 
have their power exercised for them. In the coronation of 
Charlemagne, the Pope did this: he “merely declared and 
exercised the people’s wiU.” 

All this seems long ago and far away. But if we reject 
virtual representation, the question remains; if the Pope 
or the king, or the parliament of ma^ates, cannot rep- 
resent The People, how do a plurality of voters truly 
declare and exercise The People’s wUl? It sounds incongru- 
ous to modem ears that the Pope should represent the 
people. But is it so congruous that the people should be 
represented by a count of the votes of some persons? The 
conundrum springs from the fact that while The People 
as a corporate body are the tme owners of the sovereign 
power. The People, as an aggregate of voters, have di- 
verse, conflictmg self-centered interests and opinions. A 
plurality of them cannot be counted upon to represent the 
corporate nation. 

The distinction upon which I am dwelling does not, as 
one might suppose, cease to matter when the voters be- 
come enormously many. Cannot a multitude of voters be 
regarded as the practical equivalent of all the people? 
They cannot be. To multiply the voters makes it no more 
probable that a plurality of them wiU truly represent the 
public interest. Our experience with mass elections in tbs 
twentieth century compels us, I tliink, to the contrary con- 
clusion; that public opinion becomes less realistic as tts 
mass to whom mformation must be conveyed, and argu- 
ment must be addressed, grows larger and more hetexcre- 
neous. ~ 


V, 


this will seem less odd if we remind our^elvss * 
political democracy, as we know it in this ceu 
wry recent political phenomenon. The momi rresrur- 
tion in favor of universal sufirage may perh=Tv: c-ff - 
have bwn laid down by the American and c- ~ 
Revo utions at the end of tie eisbtesnth 
Inntil the end of the nineteenth esnturv) tzs zi~ 
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vanes towards universal suffrage was in fact spasmodic 
and slow. In 1900, voters in the United Kingdom were 
only 11 per cent of the population: they were 43 per cent 
in 1922. T^e Representation of The People Act in 1918 
had very nearly tripled tlie electorate by simplifying the 
extremely complex regulations for voUng and by extend- 
ing the suffrage to women thirty years of age and quali- 
fied as occupants. In France the voters were 27 per cent 
of the population in the election of 1881; in 1951 they 
were 45 per cent. Until the last quarter of the nineteenth 
century, in most of Western and Northern Europe, the 
proportion of voters to population was not more than 
5 ^r cent. In 1890 voters in the United States were 
about 15 per cent of the population. It has been only 
since the First World War, owing to the enfranchisement 
of women and, in some measure, of southern Negroes, 
that the proportion has risen to over 30 per cent. 

Large mass electorates are something quite new, mnch 
newer than the ideals, the ideas, the institutions and the 
usages of the liberal state. Political orators often assume 
that the mass of the people voted their own liberties. But 
the fact is that they acquired the vote after they had 
acquired their liberties and, in fact, largely because pot 
being able to vote was felt by free men to be incompatible 
with their equal dignity.® The Bill of Rights (1689) js 
more than two centuries older than universal suffrage in 
Great Britain. The enfranchised people did not establish 
the rule that all powers are under the law, that laws must 
be made, amended and administered by due process,- that 
a legitimate government must have the consent of the 
governed. 

I dwell upon this point because it throws light upon the 
fact, so disconcerting an experience in this century, that 
fte enfranchised masses have not, surprisingly enough, 
been those who have most stanchly defended the institu- 
tions of freedom. 


8 lames Bryce, Modern Democracies. Vol. I, Ch. IV. Cf. also 
^nn smart Mill, Considerations on Representative Government. In 
un Liberty, Representative Government, The Subjection of Women 
tLondon, Oxford University Press, 1946), Ch. Vni, pp. 272-294. 



CHAPTER FOUR 


The Public Interest 


I. What Is the Public Interest? 

We are examining the question of how, and by whom, 
the interest of an invisible community over a long span of 
time is represented in the practical work of governing a 
modem state. 

In ordinary circumstances voters cannot be expected to 
transcend their particular, localized and -self-regarding 
opinions. As well expect men laboring in the valley to see 
the land as from a mountain top. In their circumstances, 
wliich as private persons they cannot readily surmount, the 
voters are most likely to suppose that whatever seems ob- 
viously good to them must be good for the country, and 
good in the sight of God. 

I am far from implying that the voters are not entitled 
to the representation of Sjeir particular opinions and in- 
terests. But their opinions and interests should be taken 
for what they are and for no more. They are not — as 
such — propositions in the public interest. Beyond their be- 
ing, if they are genuine, a true report of what various 
groups of voters are thinking, they have no intrinsic au- 
thority. The Gallup polls are reports of what people are 
thinking. But that a plurality of the people sampled in the 
poll thmk one way has no bearing upon whether it is 
sound public policy. For their opportimities of judging 
great issues are in the very nature of things limited, and 
the statistical sum of their opinions is not the final verdict 
on an issue. It is, rather, the beginnmg of the argument. 
In that argument their opinions need to be confronted by 
the views of the executive, defending and promoting the 
public interest. In the accommodation reached between 
the two views lies practical public policy. 

Let us ask ourselves, How is the public interest dis- 
cerned and judged? From what we have been saying we 
know that we cannot answer the question by attempting 
to forecast what the invisible community, with all its un- 
born constituents, will, would, or might say if and when it 
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ever had a chance to vote. There is no point in toying 
with any notion of an imaginary plebiscite to discover the 
public interest. Wc cannot know what we ourselves will 
be thinking five years hence, much less what infants now 
in the cradle will be thinking when they go into the poll- 
ing booth. 

Yet their interests, as we observe them today, ate 
within the public interest. Living adults share, we must 
believe, the same public interest. For them, however, the 
public interest is mixed with, and is often at odds with, 
their private and special interests. Put this way, we can 
say, I suggest, that the public interest may be presumed to 
be what men would choose if they saw clearly, thought 
rationally, acted disinterestedly and benevolently. 


2 . 


The Equations of Reality 


A RATION^ man acting in the real world may be defined 
as one who decides where he will strike a balance be- 
tween what he desires and what can be done. It is only in 
imaginary worlds that we can do whatever wc wish. In 
me mat worW there are always equations which have to 
be adjusted between the possible and the desired. Within 

^ choice as to where he will 
balance. If he makes his living by doing piece- 

and to spend more. 
carmnt ^^“^boose to Work less and to spend less. But he 
cannot spend more and work less. 

^ practical affairs as a long and 
St<f nf equations. What we are likely to call 

hflttfp tiii accounts, the budgets, the orders of 

two cirtpc rff returns. Sometimes, but not always, the 
in terms of can be expressed quantitatively 

outgo assets ^ demand, as income and 

chokes ®nd imports. VaUd 

the onnnsina question of where, not whether, 

equilibrium equation are to be brought into. 

S oElSf ^ reckoning. . 

by reducimr budget may be balanced 

rmsing tax^s the revenue from taxes; by ., 

tion of the two expenditures, or by a combina- 

other Eovernmentc^ bonowmg, or by grants in aid from 
of them In one” fiat credit, or by a combination 

Way or another the budget .is in fact al- 
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ways balanced. The true nature of the reckoning would 
be clearer if, instead of talking about “an lonbalanced 
budget,” we spoke of a budget balanced not by taxes but 
by borrowing, of a budget balanced by inflation, or of a 
budget balanced by subsidy. A government which cannot 
raise enough money by taxes, loans, foreign grants, or by 
getting its fiat money accepted, will be unable to meet its 
bills and to pay the salaries of its employees. In bank- 
ruptcy an involuntary balance is struck for the bantapt. 
He is forced to balance his accounts by reducing his ex- 
penditures to file level of his income. 

Within limits, which public men have to bear in mind, 
the choices as to where to balance the budget ate open. 
In making these choices, new equations confront them. 
Granted ^at it is possible to bring the budget into bal- 
ance by raising taxes, how far can taxes be raised? Some- 
what but not ad inMitum. There are no fixed criteria. 
But though we are imable to express all the equations 
quantitatively, this does not relieve us of the necessity of 
balancing the equations. There will be a reckoning. Prac- 
tical judgment requires an informed guess; what will the 
taxpayers accept readily, what will they accept with grum- 
bling but with no worse, what will arouse them to resist- 
ance and to evasion? How will the taxpayers react to the 
different levels of taxes if it is a time of peace, a time of 
war, a time of cold war, a time of social and economic 
disturbance, and so on? Although the various propositions 
cannot be reduced to precise figures, prudent men make 
estimates as to where the equations balance. 

Their decisions as to where to balance the accounts 
must reflect other judgments — as to what, for example, 
are the military requirements in relation to foreign af- 
fairs; what is the phase of the business cycle in relation to 
the needs for increased or decreased demand; what is the 
condition of the international monetary accounts; which 
are the necessary public works and welfare measures, and 
which are those that are desirable but not indispensable. 
Each of these judgments is itself the peak of a pyramid of 
equations: whether, for example, to enlarge or to reduce 
the national commitments at this or that point in tie 
world — given the effect of the decision at other points in 
the world. 

We may say, then, that public policy is made in a fe!i 
of equations. The issues are the choices as to where ±e 
balance is to be struck. In the reality of things X will ex- 
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act an equivalence of Y. Witliin the limits which the spe- 
cific nature of the ease permits — ^limits which have to be 
estimated — a baiance has to be reached by adding to or 
subtracting from the terms of the equation. 

Oftener than not, tiie two sides of the equation differ 
in that the one is, as compared with the other, the pleas- 
anter, the more agreeable, the more popular. In genera! 
the softer and- easier side reflects what we desire and the 
harder reflects what is needed in order to satisfy the de- 
sire, Now the momentous equations of war and peace, of 
solvency, of security and of order, always have a harder or 
a softer, a pleasanter or a more painful, a popular or an 
unpopular option. It is easier to obtain votes for appro- 
priations than it is for taxes, to facilitate consumption than 
to stimulate production, to protect a market than to open 
it, to inflate than to deflate, to borrow than to save, to 
demand than to compromise, to be intransigent than to 
negotiate, to threaten war than to prepare for it. 

Faced with these choices between the hard and the soft, 
the norma! propensity of democratic governments is to 
please the largest number of voters. The pressure of the 
electorate is normally for the soft side of the equations. 
That is why go\ emments arc unable to cope willi reality 
vhen elected assemblies and mass opinions become deci- 
sive^ in the state, w hen there are no statesmen to resist the 
inclination of the voters and there are only politicians to 
excite and to exploit them. 

There is then a general tendency to be drawn down- 
ward, as by the force of gravity, towards insolvency, to- 
wards the insecurity of factionalism, towTirds the erosion 
of liberty, and towards hyperbolic wars. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

The Two Functions 


1. The Elected Executive 

Our inquiry has shown, I believe, that we_ cannot take 
popular government for granted, as if its principles were 
settled and beyond discussion. We are compelled to agree 
with Sir Henry Maine who wrote, some seventy years 
ago, that “the actual history of popular government since 
it was introduced, in its modem shape, into the civilized 
world,” does “little to support the assumption that popu- 
lar government has an indefinitely long future before it. 
Experience rather tends to show that it is characterized 
by great fragility, and that since its appearance, all forms 
of government have become more insecure than they 
were before.”^ 

We have been dwelling upon the devitalization of the 
executive power as the cause of the fragility that Maine 
speaks of. It is, I have been saying, the disorder which re- 
sults from a functional derangement in the relationship 
between the executive power on the one hand, the repre- 
sentative assemblies and the mass electorates on the other 
hand. 

Democratic states are susceptible to this derangement be- 
cause congenitally the executive, when dependent on elec- 
tion, is weaker than the elected representatives The noimsJ 
drainage of power in a democratic state is away from the 
governing center and down into the constituencies.* Ani 
the normal tendency of elections is to reduce c.e“ei 
officers to the role of agents or organized pluralides. Med- 
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em democratic governments axe, to be sure, big govern- 
ments, in their personnel, in the range and variety of 
their projects, the ubiquitousness of tteir interventions. 
But to be big is not necessarily to be strong. They are, in 
fact, swollen rather than strong, being too weak to resist 
the pressure of special interests and of the departmental 
bureaucracies. 

As a rule competition in the electoral market v/orks 
like Gresham’s law. the soft money drives the hard money 
out of circulation. The competitive odds are heavily 
against the candidate who, like Burke with the electors 
of Bristol, promises to be true to his own best reason and 
judgment. The odds are all in favor of the candidate who 
offers himself as the agent, the delegate, the spokesman, 
the errand boy, of blocs of voters. 

In a modem democratic state, the chief executive office 
must be elective. But as heredity, prescription, consecra-. 
tion, rank and hierarchy are dissolved by the acids of 
modernity, the executives become totally dependent on 
election. They hpe no status and no tenure which rein- 
force their consciences, which invest them with power to 
withstand tlie tides of popular opinion and to defend the, 
public interest. 

They hold their offices for a short time, and to do this 
they must maneuver and manipulate combinations among 
the factions and the pressure groups. 'Iheir policies must 
be selected and shaped so as to attract and hold together 
these combinations. There are moments, the “finest hours,” 
when communities are lifted above their habitual selves 
m umty and fellowship. But these moments are rare., 
^ey are not the stuff of daily life in a democracy, and 
mey are remembered like a miracle in a dream. In the 
dady routine of democratic politics, elected executives can 
never for long take their eyes from the mirror of the coa- 
shtuencies. They must not look too much out of the 
window at the realities beyond. 


as oppressive as one. Let those who doubt it turn their eyes or 
of Venice. ^ little will it avail us that they are chosei 
despotism was not the government w' 
should not only be founded on free prin 
tna powers of govenunent should be so dividsi 

balanced among several bodies of 
could transcend their legal limi 
and restrained by the others.” 


rr. The Protection of the Executive 

\- 

-t)uRiNG the nineteenth century good democrats were pri- 
aarily concerned vath insuring representation in the 
i'«mblies and with extending the control of the assemblies 
iaver the executive power. It is true that the problem of 
zfae inadequate executive, overridden and dominated by 
rile assembly, was very much in the minds of the Found- 
rug Fathers at the Philadelphia convention, and it has 
raeen a continuing concern of the critics and opponents of 
idemocracy. But until the tv/entieth century the problem 
was not sharply and urgently posed. That there v/as such 
ja problem was well known. But it was not the immediate 
:problem.® 

; For some generations before 1914, the West enjoyed 
•fine political weather. Moreover, the full force of the 
;coming enfranchisement, emancipation, and secularization 
•of the whole population had not yet v/orked its conse- 
quences. Governments still had authority and power, 
w’hich were independent of the assemblies and the elec- 
jtorates. They still drew upon the traditional sources of 
authority — ^upon prescription, hereditary prerogative, and 
consecration. 

Yet the need to protect the executive and judidal pow- 
ers from the representative assemblies and from mass 
opinion has long been understood."* Many expedients have 
been devised to soften, to neutralize, to check and to bal- 
ance the pressure of parties, factions, lobbies, sects. The 
expedients have taken, says Bryce, tv,’o general forms, the 
one being to put constitutional restrictions upon the as- 
sembly and the other, “by a division of the whole power 
of the people,” to weaken it.® This has been done by elect- 
ing the legislature and the executive separately, or fay 
having the le^lative bodies elected by the differing con- 
stituencies and at different times. 

The constitutional mechanisms have never themselves 
been sufficient to protect the executive. And much inven- 
tion and reforming energy have been applied to finding 

" But cf. Woodrov/ Wflson, Congrcssioruil Goytrr.rrjiT^, Oi- i. 

^Hamilton, Jay, Madison, The Pederali'A, f.Macjr- IvVanr . 

: No. 48, pp. 322-326; No. ■49, pp. 330-332; No. 71, 

; ® James Br>-ce, Modern Democrcciec ( J92i v'c-1 n, Cn L/.'ITL 
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Availed the multitude of the disciples to 

'vy-^T rVs-^V rra r^*»f *ttr^ rr _r i. . 


2I!Q 


cand had prayed, “the apostles ... laid their hands'* m?oa 
etthem.” Having been ordained, they vrere not the servants 
f-rof the mnitibuds who hzd elated' them, but of Go<L 
This principle ^plicd to the election cf Popes. As 


^principle applied to elected Idngs. After the electors had 
itchosen the king, he was crowned and anointed. Then his 
a duty was to Ms own vows and not to the electors. Ine act 



; to fill the ofice worthilr. 


t If we look closely at the matter, we find, I heliei'e, this 
r must be the principle of election when the electors are 
;• choosing, not someone to represent them to the govem- 
; ment, hut the governors themselves. Though it is not too 
: well recognized, there is a radical different between the 
; election of an executive and the election of a representa- 
tive. For while the executive is in honor bound not to 
consider himself as the agent of his electors, the repre- 
sentative is expected to be^within tlie limits of reason and 
the general public interest, their agent.' 

This distinction has deep roots in the polidcal _e.Tpen- 
' ence of Western society, and, though unrecognized in 
. principle, it is implicit in our moral judgrnents. Evcr3'one 
who has a case in court is entitled, we believe, to be rep- 
resented by a Javpyer who, within the Jaw and the code of 
■ profession^ practice, is expected to be the pams^ ^d 
advocate of his client Bat this presupposes no: ceij tzzt 


his opponent will be cuectively repr^entec tcc 
the case wall go to a court where the judge is nr-: 
cate and has no clients. The judge is bound by h 
vows. The same ethical standards are recernn:; 
they are applied less rigorously, in the exeeuw-e 
the government No President cr bean c: a c 
could afford to admit that he was using bis c:h 
ther the interests of a client or cf a pressure- 


. cu: tnat 
; an ad\'o- 
is Jndicial 
id, though 
brunch of 
epaitmcnt 
;ceuto fur- 
Xor 
■ -th---' 
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even his party. His acts must be presented as taken in. 
obedience to his oath of office, which iheans taken disin- 
terestedly and rationally. He must never in so maiy words 
admit that in order to gain votes he sacrificed the public 
good, that he played “politics.” Often enough he does just 
Slat. But fealty to the public interest is his virtue. And he 
must, at the very least, pay it the homage of hypocrisy. 

When we move over to the representative assernbly, 
the image is different, and the ethical rule is applied, if at 
all, loosely and lightly. The representative is in some very 
considerable degree an agent, and the image of his virtue 
is rather like that of the lawyer than of the judge. There 
are, of course, occasions when he is in fact the holder of 
one of the great offices of state — as when he must speak 
and vote on a declaration of war and the ratification of a 
treaty. But in the general run of the mundane business 
which comes before the assembly, he is entitled, indeed 
he is in duty bound, to keep close to the interests and sen- 
timents of his constituents, and, within reasonable limits, 
to do what he can to support them. For it is indispensable 
to the freedom and the order of a civilized state that the 
voters should be effectively represented. But representa- 
tion must not be confused with governing. 


4" The Enfeebled Executive. 

In the effort to understand the malady of democratic 
government I have dwelt upon the underlying duality of 
functions; governing, that is, the administration of the 
laws and the initiative in le^slating, and representing ih& 
living persons who are governed, who must pay, who 
must work, who must fijit and, it may be, die for the 
acts of the government I attribute the democratic disas- 
ter of the twentieth century to a derangement of these 
primary functions. 

The power of the executive has become enfeebled, 
often to the verge of impotence, by the pressures of the 
representative assembly and of mass opinions. This de- 
rangement of the governing power has forced the demo- 
cratic states to commit disastrous and, it could be, fatal 
mistakes. It has also transformed the assemblies in most, 
perhaps not in all, democratic states from the defenders 
of local and personal rights into boss-ridden oligarchies, 
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threatening the security, the solvency, and. the liberties of 
the state. 

In the traditions of Western society, civilized govern- 
ment is founded on the assumption that the two powers 
exercising the two functions will be in balance^-that they 
will check, restrain, compensate, complement, inform and 
vitalize each one the other. 

In this century, the balance of the two powers has been 
seriously upset. Two great' streams of evolution have con- 
verged upon the modem democracies to devitalize, to en- 
feeble, and to eviscerate the executive powers. One is the 
enormous expansion of public expenditure, chiefly for war 
and reconstruction; this has augmented the power of the 
assemblies which vote the appropriations on which the ex- 
ecutive depends. The other development which has acted 
to enfeeble the executive power is the growing incapacity 
of the large majority of the democratic peoples to believe 
in intangible realities. This has stripped the government 
of that imponderable authority which is derived from tra- 
dition, immemorial usage, consecration, veneration, pre- 
scription, prestige, heredity, hierarchy. 

At the beginning of our constitutional development the 
King, when he had mastered the great barons, was the 
proprietor of the greatest wealth in the realm. The crown 
was also the point from which radiated the imponderable 
powers to bind and to command. As the Khig needed, 
money and men for his wars, he summoned representa- 
tives of the counties and the boroughs, who had the 
money and the men he needed. But the imponderable 
powers, together with very considerable power in land 
and in men, were still in the King’s own hands. Gradu- 
ally, over the centuries, the power of tiie Parliament over 
the supplies of the government grew larger. They had to 
appropriate a larger proportion of a much greater total At 
the same time, in the white light of the enlightenment 
and the secularization of men’s minds, the imp'onderabls 
powers of the crown diminished. 

Under the stress and the strain of the great wars of the 
twentieth century, the executive power has become elabo- 
rately dependent upon the assemblies for its enomcrzs 
expenditures of men and of money. The executive r'' ar 
the same time, been deprived of very nearlv all of ins im- 
ponderable power: fearing the action of the mmresamm- 
tive assembly, he is under great temptation to cmwm r ~ 
bypass it, as did Franklin D. Rooseveii in the n-emn£ if 
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the Second World War. It is si^iificant, I think, certainly 
it is at least suggestive, that while nearly all the Western 
governments have been in deep trouble since the First 
World War, the constitutional monarchies of Scandina- 
via, the Low Countries, and the United Kingdom have 
; shown greater capacity to ent jre, to preserve order with 
freedom, than the republics of France, Germany, Spain 
and Italy. In some measure that may be because in a re- 
public the governing power, being wholly secularized, loses 
much of its prestige; it is stripped, if one prefers, of all 
the illusions of intrinsic majesty. 

The evaporation of the imponderable powers, a total 
dependence upon the assemblies and the mass electorates, 
has upset the balance of powers between the two func- 
tions of the state. The executive has lost both its material 
and its ethereal powers. The assemblies and the mass elec- 
have acquired the monopoly of effective powers. 

This IS the internal revolution which has deranged the 
constituhonal system of the liberal democratic states. 


CHAPTER SIS 

The Totalitarian Counterreyoludon 


I. Certain of Its Lessons 

We can leam something about the kind of incapacity 
which has brou^t on disaster for the modem democracies 
by the nature of the counterrevolutions that have under- 
mined and overthrown so many of them. There are various 
types of counterrevolutions. The most notable are the 
Soviet Communist, Italian Fascist, German National So- 
cialist, Spanish Falan^t, Portuguese Corporatist, the 
Titoist, and Peronist. . . . Besides these organized coimter- 
revolutionary movements, professing doctmes of an anti- 
liberal and undemocratic character, there is, in large areas 
of the world, a very strong tendency to nullify the demo- 
cratic system behind the fagade of democratic institutions. 
The countries where elections are free and genuine, where 
civil liberty is secure, are still powerful. But they embrace 
a shrinking minority of mankind. 

Now in all these counterrevolutionary movements 
there are two common characteristics. One is the separa- 
tion of the governing power from the large electorate. 
In the totalitarian states this is done by not holding free 
elections; in the great number of nontotalitarian but also 
nondemocratic states, it is done by controlling and rigging 
the elections. 

The other common characteristic of the counterrevolu- 
tions is that political power, which is taken away from 
the electorate, the parties and the party bosses, is then 
passed to an elite corps marked off from the mass of the 
people by special training and by special vows. The totali- 
tarian revolutions generally liquidate the elite of the old 
regime, and then recruit their own elite of specially 
tramed and specially dedicated and hi^y disciplined 
men. Elsewhere, when the liberal democratic system fails, 
the new rulers are drawn from the older established 
elites ^froni the army o£5cers, from the clergy, the higher 
bureaucracy and the diplomatic corps, from university 
professors. 
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It is significant that in the reaction against the practical 
failure of the democratic states, we find always that the 
electoral process is shut down to a minimum or shut og 
entirely, and that the executive function is taken over — 
more often than not with popular assent — ^by men with 
a special training and a special personal commitment to 
the business of ruling the state. In the enfeebled democ- 
racies the politicians have with rare exceptions been men 
without sure tenure of office. Many of the most important 
are novices, improvisers, and amateurs. After a counter- 
revolution has brought them down, their successors are 
almost certain to be either the elite of the new revolu- 
tionary party, or an elite drawn from predemocratic in- 
stitutions like the army, the church, and the bureaucracy. 

In their difierent ways — which ideologically may be 
at opposite ends of the world — the post-democratic rulers 
are men set apart from the masses of the people. They 
are not set apart only because they have ffie power to 
arrest others and to shoot them. They would not long hold 
on to that kind of power. They have also an aura of 
majesty, which causes them to be obeyed. That aura ema- 
nates from the popular belief that ffiey have subjected 
themselves to a code and are under a discipline by which 
they are dedicated to ends that transcend their personal 
desires and their own private lives. 


2. A Prognosis 

The nature of the counterrevolution reflects a radical 
deficiency in the modem liberal democratic state. This 
deficiency is, as I have been saying, the enfeeblement 
Md virtual paralysis of the executive governing func- 
tions. The strong medicine of the cotmterrevolution is 
needed, on the one hand, to stop the electoral process from 
encroaching upon and invading the government, and, on 
the other hand, to invest the government not only with all 
material power but also with the imponderable force of 
majesty. 

It is possible to govern a state without giving the 
masses of the people full representation. But it is not 
possible to go on for long without a government which 
can and does in fact govern. If, therefore, the people find 
that they must choose w’hether they will be represented in 
an assembly which is incompetent to govern, or whether 
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they will be governed without being represented, there 
is no doubt at all as to how the issue will be decided. 
They will choose authority, which promises to be pater- 
nal, in preference to freedom which threatens to be 
fratricidal. For large communities cannot do without be- 
ing governed. No ideal of freedom and of democracy 
will long be allowed to stand in the way of their being 
governed. 

The plight of the modem democracies is serious. They 
have suffered great disasters in this century and the con- 
sequences of these disasters are compounding themselves. 
The end is not yet clear. The world that is safe for de- 
mocracy and is safely democratic is shrunken. It is still 
shrinking. For the disorder which has been incapacitating 
the democracies in this century is, if anything, becoming 
more virulent as time goes on. 

A continuing practical failure to govern will lead — ^no 
one can say in what form and under what banners — ^to 
counterrevolutionary measures for the establishment of 
strong government. The alternative is to withstand and 
to reverse the descent towards counterrevolution. It is a 
much harder way. It demands popular assent to radical 
measures which will restore government strong enough 
to govern, strong enough to resist the encroachment of 
the assemblies and of mass opinions, and strong enou^ 
to guarantee private liberty against the pressure of the 
masses. 

It would be foolish to attempt to predict whether the 
crisis of the democratic state will be resolved by such an 
internal restoration and revival or by counterrevolution. 
No doubt the danger of counterrevolution is greater in 
countries where the margins of life are thinner. No doubt 
the prospects of a restoration and revival are best in 
countries where the traditions of civih’ty, as the public 
philosophy of Western society, have deep roots and a 
long history. 



CHAPTER SEVEN 


The Adversaries of Liberal Democraq^ 


I. Liberdwn and Jacobinism 

We are living in a time of massive popular counter- 
revolution against liberal democracy. It is a reaction to 
the failure of the West to cope with the miseries and anx- 
ieties of the Twentieth Century. The liberal democracies 
have been tried and found wanting — found wanting not 
only in their capacity to govern successfully in this period 
of wars and upheavals, but also in their abUity to defend 
and maintain the political philosophy that underlies the 
liberal way of life. 

If we go back to the beginnings of the modem demo- 
cratic movements m the eighteenth century, we can dis- 
tinguish two diverging lines of development. The one is a 
way of progress in liberal constitutional democracy. The 
other is a morbid course of development into totalitarian 
conditions.' 

One of the first to realize what was happening was 
Alexis de Tocqueville. He foresaw that the “democratic 
nations are menaced” by a “species of oppression . . . 
unlike anything that ever before existed in the world.” 
But what is more, he discerned the original difference be- 
tween the healthy and the morbid development of democ- 
racy. 

In 1833, after his voyage in America, where he had 
foreseen the threat of mass democracy, de Tocqueville 
visited England.^ There he was impressed with the con- 
trast between the attitude of the English aristocracy, 

J Cf. J. C. Talmon, The Rise of Totalitarian Democracy. 

= De Tocqueville did not write a book on England, as he had 
afieady written one on America and was later to write one on 
France. His views on England were not accessible until recently, 
when Miss Ada Zemach published her study, Alexis tie Tocqueville 
m England in the Review of Politics for July 1951, Vol. 13, No. 3. 
this valuable paper is collated from de Tocqueville’s correspond- 
ence and notes. Miss Zemach says that "unlike his views on Amer- 

54 
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which was just in the way oi accommodating itself to a 
newly enfianchised mass of voters, and the French no- 
blesse of &e Ancien Regime. 

He went on to reflect that 

, . . from an early time a fundamental difference^ existed 
between the behavior of the governing classes in Eng- 
land and m France. The nobility, the cornerstone of 
medieval society, revealed in En^and a peculiar ability 
to merge and rmx with other social groups, while in 
France it tended, on the contrary, to close its ranks and 
preserve its original purity of birth. 

In the earlier Middle Ages all Western Europe had a 
similar social system. But some time in the Middle Ages, 
one cannot say exactly when, a change pregnant with 
tremendous consequences occurred in the British Isles 
and in the British Eles only — ^the En^ish nobility devel- 
oped into an open aristocracy while the continental 
noblesse stubbornly remained within the ri^d limits of 
a caste. 

This, observes de Tocqueville, is the most revolutionary 
fact in En^ish history, and he claims to have been the 
first to observe its importance and to grasp its full signifi- 
cance. It is, truly, a deep and illuminating observation on 
the conditions which are favorable to a healthy and pro- 
gressive evolution of democracy and on the conditions 
whch make it morbid and degenerative. The crucial dif- 
ference is between what we mi^t call enfranchisement 
by assimilation into the governing class, as exemplified in 
England, and, per contra, enfranchisement by tiie over- 
throw and displacing of Ae governing class as exempli- 
fied in France. In the one the government remains but 
becomes more responsible and more responsive; in the 
other, the government is overthrown with the liquidation 
of the governing class. 

Although the two ways of evolution appear to have the 
same object— -a society with free institutions under popu- 


ica and France, which are carefully stated in special books writlen 
at great length and in elaborate form, his ideas about England are 
more impressionistic in nature, scattered as they are in no particular 
order among volumes of correspondence, sometimes appearinc in 
a bunch in the Journal de Voyage, sometimes as sudden asides in 
works, emphasizing and defininc a certain trend 
ot thought by way of comparison and opposition." 



56 THE DECLINE OF THE WEST 

lar government — they are radically different and they 
arrive at radically different ends. 

The first way, that of assimilation, presumes the exist- 
ence of a state which is already constitutional in principle, 
which is under laws that are no longer arbitrary, though 
they may be unjust and unequal. Into this constitutional 
state more and more people are admitted to the govern- 
ing class and to the voting electorate. The unequal and 
the unjust laws are revised until eventually all the people 
have equal opportunities to enter the government and to 
be represented. Broadly speaking, this has been the work- 
ing theory of the British movement towards a democratic 
society at home and also in the Commonwealth and Em- 
pire. This, too, was the working theory of the principal 
authors of the American Constitution, and this was how 
— though few of them welcomed it — they envisaged the 
enfranchisement of the whole adult population. 

The other way is that of the Jacobin revolution. The 
people rise to power by overthrowing the ruling class and 
by liquidating its privileges and prerogatives. This is the 
doctrine of democratic revolution which was developed by 
French tiunkers in the ei^teenlh century and was put 
into practice by the Jacobin party in the French Revolu- 
tion. In its En^sh incarnation the doctrine became known 
as Radicalism. In America, though it had its early disciples, 
notably Tom Paine, not until the era of the Founding Fa- 
thers was over, not until the era of Andrew Jackson, did 
the Jacobin doctrine become the popular political creed of 
the American democracy. 

_ The Jacobin philosophy rests on a view of human so- 
ciety which the encyclopedist, Holbach, stated in this way: 

We see on the face of the globe only incapable, unjust 
sovereigns, enervated by luxury, corrupted by flattery, 
depraved through unpunished license, and without lal' 
ent, morals, or good qualities.* 

What Holbach had, in fact, seen on the face of the 
gobe was the French court — then the most powerful iu 
Europe and the paragon of all the lesser courts. When he 
was OTiting, it would have been difficult for anyone on the 
continent of Europe to ima^e a king and a ruling class 


220^'^^'^ ™ Hippolyte A. Taine, The Ancient Regime (1888), P- 
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who were not, like those he saw living at the Court of 

Versailles, exclusive and incompetent, corrupt, unteach- 

able and unconcerned. 

“Would you know the story in brief, of almost all our 
wretchedness?” asked Diderot. “Here it is. Therc existed 
the natural man, and into this man was introduced an 
artificial man, whereupon a civil war arose within him 
lasting through life . . . If you propose to becoine a 
tyrant over him, ... do your best to poison him with a 
theory of morals against nature; impose every kind of 
fetter on him; embarrass his movements with a thousand 
obstacles; place phantoms around him to frighten him. 
Would you see him happy and free? Do not meddle with 
his affairs. ... 1 appeal to every civil, religious and 
political institution; examine these closely, and, if I am 
not mistaken, you will find the human species, century 
after century, subject to a yoke which a mere handful 
of knaves chose to impose on it. . . . Be wary of him 
who seeks to establish order; to order is to obtain the 
mastery of others by ^ving them trouble.'* 

If we compare the mood of this passage with that of the 
Declaration of Independence, the work of the other brand 
of revolutionists, we must be struck by the nihilism of 
Diderot. Diderot had been exasperated to a blind destruc- 
tive despair by the rigidity of the French governing caste. 
He could not feel that there was anything to be done 
with any government, judging by the one he suffered under, 
except to abolish it, 

Jefferson and his colleagues, on the other hand, were 
interested in government. They were in rebellion because 
they were being denied the ri^ts of representation and of 
participation which they, like other subjects of the same 
King, vmuld have enjoyed had they lived in England. The 
Americans were in rebellion against the “usurpations” of 
George III, not against authority as such but against the 
abuse of authority. The American revolutionists had in 
fact participated in the colonial governments. They intended 
to play leading parts, as indeed they did, in the new govern- 
ment. Far from vdshing to overthrow the authorin’ of 
government, or to deny and subvert, as Diderot did. the 
moral foundations of authority, they went into rebellion 


•* Ibid., pp. 220-221. 
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first in order to gain admittance into, and then to take 
possession of, the organs of government. 

When they declared that “a prince (George HI) whose 
character is thus marked by every act which may define 
a tyrant, is unfit to be the ruler of a free people,” they 
were not saying that there was no one who was fit to be 
the ruler of a free people. They were imbued with the 
English idea that the governing class must learn to share 
its special prerogatives by admitting new members. The 
American Revolutionists were themselves the new mem- 
bers who had been unjustly, m fact illegally, excluded from 
the government of the colonies. They themselves meant 
to govern the colonies after they had overthrown the gov- 
ernment of the King. They were not nihilists to whom the 
revolutionary act of overthrowing the sovereign is the 
climax and consummation of everything. 


2 . The Paradig7n of Revolution 

Of THE two rival pliilosophies, the Jacobin is almost every- 
where in the ascendant, ft is a ready philosophy for men 
who, previously excluded from the ruling class, and re- 
cently enfranchised, have no part in the business of gov- 
j eming the state, and no personal expectation of being c^ed 
upon to assume the responsibilities of office. The Jacobin 
doctrine is an obvious reaction, as de Tocqueville’s obser- 
vation explains, to government by a caste. When there 
is no opening for the gradualness of reform and for en- 
franchisement by assinulation, a revolutionary collision is 
most likely. 

"^e Jacobin doctrine is addressed to the revolutionaiy 
collision between the inviolable governing caste and the 
excluded men claiming the redress of their grievances and 
their place in the sun. Though it professes to be a political 
philosophy, the doctrine is not, in fact, a philosophy of 
government. It is a gospel and also a strategy for revolu- 
tion. It announces the promise that the crusade which is 
to overthrow the ruling caste will by the act of revolution 
create a good society. 

The peculiar essence of the dogma is that the revolu- 
tion itself is the creative act. Towards the revolution as 
pch, because it is the culmination and the climax, all the 
labor and the sacrifice of the struggle are to be directed. 
The revolutionary act will remove the causes of evil in 
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iSliJ^sodetJ'hS teS taposeTupra ’the many by the 

are pure have removed these few who Me evil. 

The summons to revolution in the Communist Mmi- 
iesto of 1848 uses the same formula as the Jacobms had 
used a half century earUer. Marx and Engels were men 
steeped in the Westem revolutionary tradition, and habit- 
uated, therefore, to the notion that the act of revolution 
removes the source of evil and creates the perfect society. 
The French Revolution had not made this perfect society. 
For by 1848 there were the capitahst oppressors. Marx 
and Engels called for the next revolutionary act, announc- 
ing that now the Third Estate, the bourgeois capitalists, 
needed to go the way of the liquidated nobles and clergy. 

This is the formula; that when the revolution of 5ie 
masses is victorious over the few, there will exist the 
classless society without coercion and violence and with 
freedom for aU. This formula reappears whenever condi- 
tions are revolutionary — that is to say, when necessary 
reforms are being refused. The formula is the strategy of 
rebellion of those who are unable to obtain the redress of 
grievances. The rulers are to be attacked. So they are iso- 
lated. They are few. So they are not invincible. They bear 
the total guilt of all the sufferings and grievances of men. 
To remove them is then to cure all evil. Therefore, their 
overthrow, which is feasible, will be worth every sacrifice. 
Since the world will be good when the evil few have been 
overthrown, there is no need for the doubts and the dis- 
putes which would arise among the revolutionists if they 
had to make serious practical decisions on the problems of 
the post-revolutionary world. 

“You are summoned,” said Barrere to the National 
Assembly, to give history a fresh start.” ^ This was to be 
done by stripping off, as Taine puts it, the garments of the 

ecclesiastic or layman, noble or plebeian sovereign nr 

Th^eStawBamho cultivated.” 

irf who have made man wear these 


garments for their selfish and simster ends 


hiust go. The 


p. 232. 
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first in order to gain admittance into, and then to tak 
possession of, the organs of government. 

When they declared that “a prince (George IH) whos 
character is thus marked by every act which may defia 
a tyrant, is unfit to be the ruler of a free people,” the 
were not saying that there was no one who was fit to 
the ruler of a free people. They were imbued with thi 
English idea that the governing class must learn to shan 
its special prerogatives by admitting new members, Thi 
American Revolutionists were themselves the new mem 
bers who had been unjustly, in fact illegally, excluded firon 
the government of the colonies. They themselves mean 
to govern the colonies after they had overthrown the goV' 
emment of the King. They were not nihilists to whom the 
revolutionary act of overthrowing the sovereign is th£ 
climax and consummation of everything. 


2. The faradigm of Revolution 

Of THE two rival philosophies, the Jacobin is almost every- 
where in the ascendant. It is a ready philosophy for men 
who, previously excluded from the ruling class, and re- 
cently enfranchised, have no part in the business of gov- 
erning the state, and no personal expectation of being cdl^ 
upon to ^sume the responsibilities of office. The Jacobin 
doctrine is an obvious reaction, as de Tocqueville’s obser- 
vation explains, to government by a caste. When there 
K no opening for the gradualness of reform and for en- 
franchisement by assinuiation, a revolutionary collision is 
most likely. 

^e Jacobin doctrine is addressed to the revolutionary 
collision between the inviolable governing caste and the 
excluded men claiming the redress of their grievances and 
their place in the sun. Though it professes to be a political 
philosophy, the doctrine is not, in fact, a philosophy of 
government. It is a gospel and also a strategy for revolu- 
uon. It aimounces the promise that the crusade which is 
to overthrow the ruling caste will by the act of revolution 
create a good society. 

The peculiar essence of the dogma is that the revolu- 
lori iteelf IS the creative act. Towards the revolution as 
it is the culmination and the climax, all the 
i^or and the sacrifice of the struggle are to be directed 
he revolutionary act will remove the causes of evil in 
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consciously but precisely and surely v.iL! what is best for 
themselves from infaricrv on, then there is in the very na- 
ture of thins a guarantee that popular government must 
succeed. 


The best government ".tII be the one v-'h:ch governs 
the least and requires, therefore, the least training and ex- 
perience in the art of governing. The best education for 
democracy- vrill be the one which trams, disciplines, and 
teaches the least. For the necessary- faculties are inborn 
and they are more iil:ely to be perverted by too much cul- 
ture thzn to wither for the lack of iL There is, more-over, 
no body- of public knovriedge and no public philosophy 
that the schools are called upon to transmiL There are, 
therefore, no inccmvenient questions of faith and morals, 
questions on which there is no prospect of agreement hy 
popular decision. The curriculum can be emptied of all 
the studies and the disciplines which relate to faith and to 
morals. And so vmile education can do something to en- 
able the individual to make a success of his own career, 
the instinctrve rightness and righteousness of the people 
can be relied upon for everything else. 

This is a convenient and agreeably plausible escape 
from realhv. Pestalozzi described it bv savins that . , . 


Sound Education stands before me symbolized by a 
tree planted near fertf!izi,-i 2 water. A little seed, which 
contains the design of the tree, its forms and proportion, 
is placed in the s-oil. See ho*?-- rt germinates and expands 
into trunk, branches, leaves, flowers and fruit! The 
whole tree is an uninterrupted chain of organic parts, 
the plan of which existed in its seed and root, l-fan is 
similar to the tree. In the newborn child are hidden 
those faculties which are to unfold curmg life.^ 

The metaphor reveals very neatly how the Jacobin 
theory inhibits education. In no way that is relevant to 
the problems of polhics and education is a man similar, as 
Pe-stabza says he is, to a tree which is planted near ferti- 
lizing water. For the tree whl nrver, no matter how fer- 
tilizing the water near which h is planted, grow up and 
talie to writing treatises, as Pestalozzi did, on the ^uca- 
tion of trees and how to raise the best trees from all the 
i-ttle saplings. The tree v.'ili never worry about whether 
its Ihtle sapimgs are going to be planted near the most 


- Erjrydo-cdlz cj P^tUdcr. aid Eikici, VoL V, p, 165. 
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fertilizing of the waters. The educator of a tree is, in short, 
not another tree. The educator of a tree, the man who 
plants it near the fertilizing water, is a being so radically 
different from a tree that the tree is incapable of being 
aware of his existence. If, however, the tree were enough 
hke a man to notice such things, the teacher of the trees 
who cultivates them would be worshiped as the god of trees. 

Pestalozzi’s trees are, in fact, a caricature, but a telling 
one, of the educational vacuum created by the Jacobin 
theory. The tradition of the trees is transmitted in then- 
seed, and the older trees are unable to teach and the sap- 
ling are unable to leam. Each tree exists for itself, draw- 
ing what it can from the fertilizing waters if they happen 
to be there. Now if human education is founded upon this 
notion, it must fail to transmit the moral system, indeed 
the psychic structure, of a civilized society. Relying upon 
the inherent rightness of the natural impulses of man’s 
first nature, the Jacobin theory does away with the second 
civilized nature, with the ruler of the impulses, who is 
identified with the grand necessities of the commonwealth. 
It overthrows the ruler within each man, — he who exer- 
cises “the royal and politic rule” over his “irascible and 
concupiscible powers.” 

When reason no longer represents society within the 
\ human psyche, then it becomes the instrument of appetite, 
1 desire and passion. As William Godwin said in 1798: 
“Reason is wholly confined to adjusting the comparison 
beuveen the different objects of desire and investigating 
the most successful mode of attaining those objects.” “ 
More than a hundred years later (1911) Prof. William 
MacDouga! put it this way: “The instinctive impulses de- 
termine the end of all activities, and ... all the com- 
plex intellectual apparatus of the most highly developed 
mind is but . . . the instrument by which those impulses 
seek their satisfactions. . . .” Or, as Bernard Shaw has it, 
“Ability to reason accurately is as desirable as ever, since it 
is only by accurate reasoning that we can calculate our ac- 
tions so as to do what we intend to do — that is, to fulfill 
our will." 

From a memorandum setting forth his intended wort:. Repro- 
duced in C. K. Paul, William Godwin: His Friends and Contempo- 
raries. (Boston, 1876), Vol. I, p. 294. 

Co^Tgso)™ Psychology (London, Methuen & 

G. B. Shaw, Quintessence of tbsenism (1891), p. 15. 
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If it is the role of reason merely to be an instrument 
of each man’s career, then the mission of the schools is 
to turn out efficient careerists. They must teach the know- 
how of success, and this — seasoned with the social ameni- 
ties and some civic and patriotic exhortation — is the subject 
matter of education. The student elects those subjects which 
will presumably equip him for success in his career. The 
rest are superfluous. There is no such thing as a general 
order of knowledge and a public philosophy, which he 
needs to possess. 
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... an association, in which the free development of each 
is the condition for the free development of all.” 

By the beginning of the twentieth century it was be- 
coming more and more apparent that Marxism was go- 
ing to imdergo the same disappointment as had the 
Jacobin movement. Since Marx and Engels wrote the 
Communist Manifesto a very considerable progress had 
been made in carrying out its specific planks. 'V^at that 
document had asked in 1848, “the most advanced na- 
tions” had gone a long way toward doing. They were 
taxing inheritances, they had virtually nationalize cen- 
tral banking, transportation and communications, they 
were extending the industries owned by the state, they 
were aboh'shing child labor and providing free education 
in public schools.*® 

Yet these reforms were not leading to the classless 
society. Instead of one class or no class it was more prob- 
able that modem societies were heading towards a diversity 
of classes. Nor, as Engels had promised in his “Anti- 
Diihring,” did it look as if “the state . . . withers away.” 
As a matter of fact the progressive reforms were requir- 
ing a rapid enlargement of the powers of the state and an 
expansion of the bureaucracy. The Marxian predictions 
were not being fulfilled. The rich were not becoming 
richer while the poor became poorer. The middle class 
) was not disappearing. It was growing larger. Society was 
not splitting into the two great hostile camps of the 
bourgeoisie and the proletariat. If it was splitting, it was 
into factions and into pressure groups. 

Owing to the wide disparity between the dogma and 
the existential reality of things, a crisis developed within 
the revolutionmy socialist movement. This crisis was re- 
solved by Lenin. He could not do agam what Marx had 
done_ a half century earlier. He could not once more 
, identify the next class, and this time the positively last 
class, that had to be overthrown. He could not point to 
the last barricade that had to be stormed. It was then that 
Lenin resolved the crisis within the revolutionary move- 
ment by committing it to the totalitarian solution. Aban- 
doning the naive but attractive promise that utopia would 
follow simply and automatically from the revolutionary 

These quotations are from the Manifesto of the Communist 
Parly (1848). 

Cf. the concrete proposals contained in the Communist Mani- 
festo. 
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act, he replaced it with the terrible doctrine that utopia 
raust be brou^t about by an indefinitely prolonged pro- 
cess of unlimited revolution which would exterminate all 
opposition, actual and potential. 

The totalitarian tendency has always been present and 
logically implied in the modem revolutionary movement.^'' 
Yet Mr. Isaiah Berlin is no doubt right in saying that 
while Lenin’s solution of the crisis within the revolution- 
ary movement “marked the culmination of a process,” 
this was “an event . . . which altered the history of our 
world.” 

In 1903, at the conference of the Russian Social Demo- 
cratic Party, which began in Brussels and ended in London, 
Lenin was asked by a delegate named Posadovsky “whether 
the emphasis laid by the ‘hard’ Socialists . . . upon the 
need for the exercise of absolute authority by the revolu- 
tionary nucleus of the Party might not prove incompatible 
with those fundamental liberties to whose realization So- 
cialism, no less than liberalism, was officially dedicated.” 
Posadovsky asked whether the basic, minimum civil lib- 
erties — “the sacrosanclity of the person” — could be in- 
fringed and even violated if the party leader so decided. 

The answer was given by PlelAanov, one of the found- 
ers of Russian Marxism, and, says Mr. Berlin, “its most 
venerated figure, a cultivated, fastidious and morally sensi- 
tive scholar of wide outlook,” who had for twenty years 
lived in Western Europe and was much respected by the 
leaders of Western Socialism. Plekhanov was the very 
symbol of civilized “scientific” thinking among Russian 
revolutionaries. “Plekhanov, speaking solemnly, and with 
a splendid disregard for grammar, pronounced the words, 
salus revolutiae suprema lex. Certainly, if the revolution 
demanded it, everything — democracy, liberty, the rights of 
the individual — must be sacrificed to it. If the democratic 
assembly elected by the Russian people after the revolu- 
tion proved amenable to Marxist tactics, it would be kept 
in being as a Long Parliament; if not, it would be dis- 
banded as quickly as possible. A Marxist revolution could 
not be carried through by men obsessed by scrupulous 
regard for the principles of bourgeois liberals. Doubtless 

Cf. Eric Voegelin, The New Science of Politics, particularly 
Ch. rV, ct scq.; also J. L. Talmon, The Rise of Totalitarian De- 
mocracy. 

Isaiah Berlin, “Political Ideas in the Twentieth Century” (For- 
eign Affairs, April 1950, Vol. XXVUl, No. 3, pp. 364-366). 
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whatever was valuable in these principles, like everything 
else good and desirable, would ultimately be realized by 
the victorious working class; but during the revolutionary 
period preoccupation with such ideals was evidence of a 
lack of seriousness.” 

Mr. Berlin goes on to say that “Plekhanov, who was 
brought up in a humane and liberal tradition, did, of 
course, later retreat from this position himself. The mix- 
ture of utopian faith and brutal disregard for civilized 
morality proved too repulsive to a man who had spent the 
greater part of his civilized and productive life among 
Western workers and their leaders. Like the vast majority 
of Social Democrats, like Marx and Engels themselves, 
he was too European to try to realize a policy which, in 
the words of Shigalev in Dostoevski’s The Possessed, 
‘starting from unlimited liberty ends in unlimited despot- 
ism.’ But Lenin accepted the premises, and being logically 
driven to conclusions repulsive to most of his colleagues, 
accepted them easily and without apparent qualms. His 
assumptions were, perhaps, in some sense, still those of 
the optimistic rationalists of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries: the coercion, violence, execution, the total sup- 
pression of individual differences, the rule of a small, 
virtually self-appointed minority, were necessary only in 
the interim period, only so long as there was a powerful 
enemy to be destroyed.” 

But how was it that Lenin, and so many after him, 
have accepted easily and without apparent qualms the 
repulsive process of violence, executions, suppressions, de- 
ception, under the unlimited rule of self-appointed oli- 
garchs? Why do the full-fledged totalitarians, Lenin, Hitler, 
Stalin, not shrink from the means they adopt to achieve 
their end? The answer is that the inhuman means are 
justified by the superhuman end: they are the agents of 
history or of nature. They are the men appointed to fuMl 
the destiny of creation. They have been known as atheists. 
But in fact God was their enemy, not because they did 
not believe m the Deity, but because they themselves were 
assufuing Hfls functions and claiming His prerogatives. 
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5. The Overpassing of the Bound 

This is the root of the matter, and it is here that fte ulti- 
mate issue lies. Can men, acting like gods, be appointed to 
establish heaven on earth? If we believe that they can be, 
then the rest follows. To fulfill their mission they must 
assume a godlike omnipotence. They must be jealous gods, 
monopolizing power, destroying all rivals, compelling ex- 
clusive loyalty. The family, the churches, the schools, the 
corporations, the labor unions and co-operative societies, 
the voluntary associadons and all the arts and sciences, 
must be their servants. Dissent and deviation are treason 
and quietism is sacrilege. 

But the monopoly of all power will not be enou^. 
There remains the old Adam. Unless they can remake the 
fallen nature of a man, the self-elected gods cannot make 
a heaven of the earth. In the Jacobin gospel of the eight- 
eenth century, and even in the Marxist gospel of the nine- 
teenth century, the new man would be there when the 
artificial garments were removed — ^when once he was 
emancipated by the revolutionary act from the deformation 
imposed upon Mm by the clergy, the nobility and the bour- 
geoisie. A hundred years later the new man was nowhere 
in sight. So the early and softer gospel gave way to a later 
and infinitely harder one. The new man and the new 
heaven on earth demanded the remaking of pre-Leninist 
and pre-Hitlerian man. The decrees of history as revealed 
to Marx, and the decrees of nature as revealed to Hitler, 
had to be carried out. 

But in order to do that, the human species had first to 
be transformed — or failing that, exterminated. Destiny 
called upon the mortal god to make surviving mankind 
“an active unfailing carrier,” as Hannah Arendt says, “of 
a_ law to wMch human beings would otherwise only pas- 
sively and reluctantly be subject.” 

In the eyes of its devotees, tiois is not an inhuman and 
Satanic doctrine. It is above and beyond humanity. It is 
for the superman that its gospel announces. The nitMess- 
ness, the arbitrariness, the cruelty are not morsrr:^ 


Hannah Arendt, Ideology and TerroT; A Norel Fc-~. — ‘ Gr-~ 
crnmenl. From the I?ev7eH’ of Politics (published at the 
of Notre Dame, July, 1953 j, Vol. X\\ No. 3. 
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wickedness. They are natural and necessary, predestined 
like the fall of a sparrow, in the sublime construction of 
the earthly paradise. 

The issue is carried outside the realm of rational dis- 
course. As Richard Hooker said of the Puritan revolu- 
tionaries three centuries ago, when men believe they are 
acting “under the absolute command of Almighty God,” 
their discipline “must be received . . . although the world 
by receiving it should be clean turned upside down.” 
There is no arguing with the pretenders to a divine knowl- 
edge and to a divine mission. They are possessed with the 
sin of pride, they have yielded to the perennial temptation. 
This is fte sovereign evil against which the traditions of 
civility are arrayed. 

Here is “the mortal sin ori^nal,” the forbidden fruit, 
which Satan tempts Eve to eat: 

Taste this, and be henceforth among the Gods Thyself 

a Goddess.^ 

This tasting of the tree, as Adam says to Dante, was 
“the overpassing of the bound.” 

Zeus, says Aeschylus 

... is a chastener of froward wills 
And he correcteth with a heavy hand. 

Wherefore be ye instructors of your Lord, 

And with well-reasoned admonitions teach Him 
To have a humbler heart and cast away 
The sin of pride, for it offendeth God.^“ 

The delusion of men that they are gods — ^the pretension 
that they have a commission to act as if they were gods — 
is, says Aeschylus, “the blind arrogance of childish 
thought.” It can become “the very madness of a mind 
diseased.” Yet it is not a new and recent infection, but 
rather the disposition of our first natures, of our natural 

20 Of the Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity. In Vol. I, The Works of 
Richard Hooker, edited by J. Keble (second edition, Oxford Uni- 
versity, 1841), Preface, Ch, Vni, Sec. 5, p. 182. 

21 Paradise Lost. In The Poetical Works of John Milton, Bk. V, 
lines 77-78. 

22 Divine Comedy, translated by C. E. Norton (1941), Paradise, 
Canto XXVI, verse 117. 

22 The Persians, lines 828-836. 
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and uncivilized selves. Men have been barbarians much 
longer than they have been civilized. They are only pre- 
cariously civilized, and within us there is the propensity, 
persistent as the force of gravity, to revert under stress and 
strain, under neglect or temptation, to our first natures. 

Rousseau and the Jacobins, Marx and the nineteenth- 
century socialists, did not introduce new impulses and pas- 
sions into men. They exploited and aggravated impulses 
and passions that are always there. In the traditions of 
civility, man's second and more rational nature must master 
his first and more elemental. 

The Jacobins and their successors made a political reli- 
^on founded upon the reversal of civility. Instead of rul- 
ing the elemental impulses, they stimulated and armed 
them. Instead of treating the pretension to being a god as 
the mortal sin original, they proclaimed it to be the glory 
and destiny of man. Upon this gospel they founded a 
popular religion of the rise of the masses to power. Lenin, 
Hitler and Stalin, the hard totalitarian Jacobins of the 
twentieth century, carried this movement and the logical 
implications of its gospel further and further towards the 
very bitter end. 

And what is that bitter end? It is an everlasting war 
with the human condition: war with the finitude of man 
and with the moral ends of finite men, and, therefore, war 
against freedom, against justice, against the laws and 
against the order of the good society — as they are con- 
served in the traditions of civility, as they are articulated 
in the public philosophy. 



BOOK TWO 


The Public Philosophy 


CHAPTER EIGHT 

The Eclipse of the Public Philosophy 


I. On the Efficacy of Ideas 

There are those who would say, using the words of 
pMosophers to prove it, that it is the characteristic illu- 
sion of the tender-minded that they believe in philosophy. 
Those who can, do; those who cannot, teach and theorize. 
And being theorists by profession, they exaggerate the 
elBcacy of ideas, which are mere airy nothings without 
, mass or energy, the mere shadows of the existential world 
,) of substance and of force, of habits and desires, of ma- 
chines and armies. 

Yet the illusion, if it were one, is inordinately tenacious. 
It is impossible to remove it from the common sense in 
which we live and have our being. In the familiar daylight 
world we cannot act as if ideas had no consequences. The 
whole vast labor and passion of public life would be non- 
sense if we did not believe that it makes a difference what 
is done by parties, newspapers, books, broadcasts, schools 
and churches. All their effort would be irrelevant, indeed 
nonsense, like an argument about what Nebuchadnezzar 
should be served for tomorrow morning’s breakfast. 

The most thoroughgoing skeptic is unable, in practice, 
to make a clean sweep — to say that since ideas have no 
consequences there is no such thing as a good idea or a 
bad one, a true idea or a false one. For there is no escap- 
ing the indubitable fact of experience ffiat we are often 

72 
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inistaken, and that it makes a difference to have been 
wrong. 

The chemistry of our bodies is never mistaken. The 
reaction of one chemical element to another chemical 
element is alv/ays correct, is never misled by misinforma- 
tion, by untruth, and by illusion. The doctor can be mis- 
taken about the chemistry of his patient, having failed to 
detect a substance which falsifies his diagnosis. But it is 
only the doctor who can be wrong; the chemical process 
cannot be. 

Why do men make mistakes? Because an important 
part of human behavior is reaction to the pictures in their 
neads. Human behavior takes place in relation to a pseudo- 
environment — a representation, which is not quite the 
same for any two individuals, of what they suppose to be 
— ^not what is — ^the reality of things. ‘ This man-made, this 
cultural environment, which has its being in the minds of 
men, is interposed between man as a biological organism 
and the external reality. It is in this realm that ideas are 
efficacious. They are efficacious because men react to their 
ideas and images, to their pictures and notions of the 
world, treating these pictures as if they were the reality. 

The ai^ nothings in the realm of essence are efficacious 
in the existential world when a man, beheving it to be true 
or good, treats the idea as if it were the reality. In this 
way faith in an idea can quite literally remove a mountain. 
To be sure no man’s idea can remove a mountain on the 
moon. But if the American people took it into their heads 
that life v/ould not be worth hving until Pike’s Peak was 
in the suburbs of Chicago, they could move Pike’s Peak. 
They could do it if they and their descendants were suffi- 
ciently devoted to the idea for a long enough time. 

Nottog would happen to Pike’s Peak if the idea of 
removing it were merely proclaimed and celebrated. The 
idea would have to become, like the idea of winning a 
war, the object and the focus of the nation's enerpe.' 
Then the idea would operate in the minds of men " 'o 
voted, who planned, who would engineer the undertak'.cg 
who would raise the money, would recruit the laho.'. '■> - 

procure the equipment, and — shall we say— « oca .'-n- 
press the mounting resistance of the offiectors ra t'-' 
project. 

Because ideas have the power to orgarare 


* Cf. my Public Opinion, Chapters I to .V 
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havior, their efficacy can be radical. They are indeed radi- 
cal when, as the image of what a man should be, they 
govern the formation of his character and so imprint a 
lasting organization on his behavior.^ Because the images 
of man are the designs of the molds in which characters 
are formed, they are^of critical concern. What is the image 
of the good king, the good courtier, the good subject — 
of the good master and of the good slave — of the good 
citizen, the good soldier, the good politician, the good 
boss, the good workingman? The images matter very much. 
The ones which prevail will govern education. The ideas 
of what men should be like become efficacious in the 
existential world because, as they are imposed by the 
family, the school and the community, they cause men to 
“acquire the kind of character which makes them want 
to act in the way they have to act as members of the society 
or of a special class within it.” They learn “to desire what, 
objectively, it is necessary for them to do,” and “outer 
force is . . . replaced by” the “inner compulsion" of their 
own characters.^ 

That there are limits to education in this sense, we can- 
not doubt. But we do not know where they are. There is, 
that is to say, no clear and certain boundary between 
character which is acquired and those more or less un- 
educable traits of human nature, evolved during the long 
ages and transmitted by inheritance. We are quite unable 
to predict with any certainty or precision how far the 
individual pupil is educable — or rather how far he is still 
educable by the time a particular educator gets hold of 
him, and after he has already acquired a character of sorts 
in his infancy. 

Yet, however crude and clumsy our knowledge of the 
process, there is no doubt that a character is acquired by 
experience and education. Within limits that we have not 
measured, human nature is malleable. Can we doubt it 
when we remember that when Shakespeare was alive there 
were no Americans, that when Virgil was alive there were 


- 1 am using the term “character” as Erich Fromm does, in his 
Man for Himself (1947), p. 49, meaning “the relatively permanent 
form in which human energy is canalized in the process of assimi- 
lation and socialization.” 

3 Erich Fromm, “Individual and Social Origin of Neurosis,” 
American Sociological Review, Vol. 9 (1944), pp. 380-384. Re- 
printed in Clyde Kluckhohn and Henry Alexander Murray, Person- 
ality in Nature, Society, and Culture, (1948), pp. 407, et seq. 
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no Englishmen, and that when Homer was alive there were 
no Romans? Quite certainly, men have acquired the ways 
of thinldng, feeling and acting which we recognize as their 
ethnic, national, class and occupational characteristics. 
Comparatively speaking these characteristics are, more- 
over, recently acquired. Even within the brief span of 
historical time characters have been acquired and have 
been lost and have been replaced by other characters. This 
is what gives to man’s history, despite his common hu- 
manity, its infinite variety. • 

Because human nature is, as Hocking puts it, “the 
most plastic part of the living world, the most adaptable, 
the most educable,”^ it is also the most mal-adaptable and 
mis-educable. The cultural heritage which contains the 
whole structure and fabric of the good life is acquired. It 
may be rejected. It may be acquired badly. It may not be 
acquired at all. For we are not bom with it. If it is not 
transmitted from one generation to the next, it may be 
lost, indeed forgotten through a dark age, until somewhere 
and somehow men rediscover it, and, exploring the world 
again, recreate it anew. 

The acquired culture is not transmitted in our genes, 
and so the issue is always in doubt. The good life in the 
good society, though attainable, is never attained and pos- 
sessed once and for all. So what has been attained will 
again be lost if the wisdom of the good life in a good 
society is not transmitted. 

That is the central and critical condition of the Western 
society: that the democracies are ceasing to receive the 
traditions of civility in which the good society, the liberal, 
democratic way of life at its best, originated and devel- 
oped. They are cut off from the public philosophv and the 
political arts which are needed to govern the liberal demo- 
cratic society. They have not been initiated into its secrets, 
and they do not greatly care for as much of it as they are 
prepared to understand. 

In Toynbee’s terrible phrase, they are proletarians -ho 
are “in” but are not “of” the society they dominate. 


(1923), p. 15. r 
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2. r/;e Gre^^^ Vacuicm 

To SPEAK of a public philosophy is, I am well aware, to 
raise dangerous questions, raAer like opening Pandora’s 
box. 

Within the Western nations, as Father Murray has put 
it, there is “a plurality of incompatible faiths”;® there is 
also a multitude of secularized and agnostic people. Smce 
there is so little prospect of agreement, and such certainty 
of dissension, on the content of the public philosophy, it 
seems expedient not to raise the issues by talking about 
them. It is easier to follow the rule that each person’s 
beliefs are private and that only overt conduct is a public 
matter. 

One might say that this prudent rule reflects and regis- 
ters the terms of settlement of the religious wars and of 
the long struggle against exclusive authority in the realm 
of the spirit by “thrones or dominations, or principalities 
or powers.” 

Freedom of religion and of thought and of speech were 
achieved fay denying both to the state and to the estab- 
lished church a sovereign monopoly in the field of religion, 
philosophy, morals, science, learning, opinion and con- 
science. The liberal constitutions, with their bills of rights, 

\ fixed the boundaries past which the sovereign — the Kmg, 
the Parliament, the Congress, the voters — ^were forbidden 
to go. 

Yet the men of the seventeenth and eighteenth cen- 
turies who established these great salutary rules would 
certainly have denied that a community could do without 
a general public philosophy. They were themselves the 
adherents of a public philosophy — of the doctrine of nat- 
. ural law, which held that there was law “above the ruler 
and the sovereign people . . . above the whole commu- 
nity of mortals.”® 

The traditions of civility spring from this principle, 

®Jqhn Courtney Murray, SJ., "The Problem of Pluralism in 
America,” in Thought (Fordham University, Summer, 1954). 

® Cf. Otto von Gierke, Political Theories of the Middle Age, 
translated with an introduction by Frederick William Maitland 
(London, Cambridge University Press, 1927), pp. 73-87; and more 
especially note #256. Also cf. Leo Strauss, Natural Right and 
History (1953). 
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which was first worked out by the Stoics. As Ernest Barker 
says: 


The rational faculty of man was conceived as pro- 
ducing a common conception of law and order which 
possessed a universal validity. . . . This common con- 
ception included, as its three great notes, the three 
values of Liberty, Equality and the brotherhood or 
Fraternity of all mankind. This common conception, 
and its three great notes, have formed a European set 
of ideas for over two thousand years. It was a set of 
ideas which lived and moved in the Middle Ages; and 
St. Thomas Aquinas cherished the idea of a sovereign 
law of nature imprinted in the heart and nature of man, 
to which kings and legislators must everywhere bow. It 
was a set of ideas which lived and acted with an even 
greater animation from the days of the Reformation to 
those of the French Revolution . . . Spoken through the 
mouth of Locke, [they had justified] the English Revolu- 
tion of 1688, and had recently served to inspire the 
American Revolution of 1776 . . . They were ideas of 
the proper conduct of states and governments in the 
area of internal affairs. They were ideas of the natural 
rights of man — of liberty, political and civic, with sov- 
ereignty residing essentially in the nation, and with free 
communication of thoughts and opinions; of equality 
before the law, and the equal repartition of public ex- 
penses among all the members of the public; of a gen- 
eral fraternity which tended in practice to be sadly 
restricted within the nation, but which could, on occa- 
sion, be extended by decree to protect all nations strug- 
gling for freedom.'^ 

These traditions were expounded in the treatises of 
philosophers, were developed in the tracts of the publicists, 
were absorbed by the lawyers and applied in the courts. 
At times of great stress some of the endangered traditions 
were committed to writing, as in the Magna Carta and the 
Declaration of Independence. For the guidance of judges 
and lawyers, large portions were described — as in Lord 
Coke’s examination of the common law. The public phi- 
losophy was in part expounded in the Bill of Rights of 
1689. It was re-enacted in the first ten amendments of the 


"Sir Ernest Barker, Traditions of Civility (1948), pp. 10-12. 
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Constitution of the United States. The largest part of 
the public philosophy was never explicitly stated. Being 
the wisdom of a great society over the generations, it can 
never be stated in any single document. But the traditions 
of civUity permeated the peoples of the West and provided 
a standard of public and private action which promoted, 
facilitated and protected &e institutions of freedom and 
the growth of democracy. 

The founders of our free institutions were themselves 
adherents of this public philosophy. When they insisted 
upon excluding the temporal power from the realm of 
the mind and the spirit, it was not that they had no public 
philosophy. It was because experience had tau^t them 
that as power corrupts, it corrupts the public philosophy. 
It was, therefore, a practical rule of politics that the govern- 
ment should not be given soverei^ty and proprietorship 
over the public philosophy. 

But as time went on, there fell out of fashion the public 
philosophy of the founders of Western institutions. The 
rule that the temporal power should be excluded from the 
realm of the mind and of the spirit was then subtly trans- 
formed. It became the rule that ideas and principles are 
private — with only subjective relevance and significance. 
Only when there is “a clear and present danger” to public 
order are the acts of speaking and publishing in the public 
domain. All the first and last things were removed from 
'^fhe public domain. All that has to do with what man is 
■ and should be, or how he should hold himself in the 
scheme of things, what are his rightful ends and the le^t- 
imate means, became private and subjective and publicly 
unaccountable. And so, the liberal democracies of the 
West became the first great society to treat as a private 
concern the formative beliefs that shape the character of 
its citizens. 

This has brought about a radical change in the mean- 
ing of freedom. Originally it was founded on the postulate 
that there was a universal order on which all reasonable 
men were agreed: within that public agreement on the 
fundamentals and on the ultimates, it was safe to perimt 
and it would be desirable to encourage, dissent and dis- 
pute. But with the disappearance of the public philosophy 
— and of a consensus on the first and last things — there 
was opened up a great vacuum in the public mind, yawn- 
mg to be filled. 

As long as it worked, there was an obvious practical 
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advantage in treating the struggle for the ultimate alle- 
giance of men as not within the sphere of the public in- 
terest, It was a way of not having to open the Pandora’s 
box of th^olo^cal, moral and ideolo^cal issues which 
divide the Western society. But in this century, when the 
hard decisions have had to be made, this rule of prudence 
has ceased to work. The expedient worked only as long 
as the general mass of the people were not seriot^ly dis- 
satisfied with things as they were. It was an expedient that 
looked towards reforms and improvement. But it assumed 
a society which was secure, progressive, expanding, and 
unchallenged. That is why it was only in the fine Victorian 
weather, before the storm clouds of the great wars began 
to gather, that the liberal democratic policy of public 
agnosticism and practical neutrality in ultimate issues was 
possible. 


3. The Neglect of the Public Philosophy 

We come, then, to a crucial question. If the discussion 
of public philosophy has been, so to speak, tabled in the 
liberal democracies, can we assume that, though it is not 
being discussed, there is a public philosophy? Is there a 
body of positive principles and precepts which a good 
citizen cannot deny or ignore? I am writing this book in 
the conviction that there is. It is a conviction which I have 
acquired gradually, not so much from a theoretical educa- 
tion, but rather from the practical experience of seeing 
how hard it is for our generation to make democracy work. 
I believe there is a public philosophy. Indeed there is such 
a thing as the public philosophy of civility. It does not 
have to be discovered or invented. It is known. But it does 
have to be revived and renewed. 

The public philosophy is known as natural law, a name 
which, alas, causes great semantic confusion.® This phi- 
losophy is the premise of the institutions of the Western 
society, and they are, I believe, unworkable in communi- 
ties that do not adhere to it. Except on the premises of 
this philosophy, it is impossible to reach intelligible and 
workable conceptions of popular election, majority rule, 

* Cf. Mortimer Adler, “The Doctrine of Natural Law in Phi- 
losophy,” University of Notre Dame Natural Law Institute Pro- 
ceedings, Vol. I, pp. 65-84. 
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representative assemblies, free speech, loyalty, property, 
corporations and voluntary associations. The founders of 
these institutions, which the recently enfranchised democ- 
racies have inherited, were all of them adherents of some 
one of the various schools of natural law. 

In our time the institutions built upon the foundations 
of the public philosophy still stand. But they are used by 
a public who are not being taught, and no longer adhere 
to, the philosophy. Increasingly, the people are alienated 
from the inner principles of their institutions. The ques- 
tion is whether and how this alienation can be overcome, 
and the rupture of the traditions of civility repaired. 

Needless to say I am not about to ar^e that the rup- 
ture can be repaired by a neo-classical or neo-medieval 
restoration, or by some kind of romantic return to feudal- 
ism, folk-dancing and handicrafts. We cannot rub out the 
modem age, we cannot roll back the history that has 
made us what we are. We cannot start again as if there 
had been no advance of science, no spread of rationalism 
and secularism, no industrial revolution, no dissolution of 
the old habitual order of things, no sudden increase in the 
population. The poignant question is whether, and, if so, 
how modem men could make vital contact with the lost 
traditions of civility. 

The appearance of things is quite obwously unprorais- 
ing. There is radical novelty in our modem ways of life. 
.■}The climate of feeling and the style of thought have 
' changed radically. Modem men will first need to be con- 
vinced that the traditions of civility were not abandoned 
because they became antiquated. This is one of the roots 
of their unbelief and there is no denying its depth. Since 
the public philosophy preceded the advance of modern 
science and the industrial revolution, how can it be ex- 
pected to provide a positive doctrine which is directly and 
practically relevant to the age we live in? 

It does, one must admit, look hke that, and quite evi- 
dently the original principles and precepts do not now 
provide the specific rules and patterns of a way of life in 
the circumstances of this age. A rereading of the political 
classics^ from Aristotle to Burke will not give the answers 
to the immediate and concrete questions: to the burning 
issues of diplomacy, military defense, trade, taxes, prices, 
and wages. Nor have the classical books anything to say 
about repairing automobiles, treating poliomyelitis, or 
proceeding with nuclear fission. As handbooks for the 
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busy man, wanting to know how to do this or that, they 
are now lamentably out of date. The language is archaic, 
the idiom is strange, the images are unfamiliar, tlie practi- 
cal precepts are addressed to forgotten issues. 

But this irrelevance and remoteness might be the dust 
which has settled during the long time when philosophers 
and scholars and popular educators have relegated tlie 
public philosophy to the attic, when they have treated it 
as no longer usable by modem and progressive men. It 
is a neglected philosophy. For several generations it has 
been exceptional and indeed eccentric to use this philoso- 
phy in the practical discussion of public policies. 

Neglect might well explain its dilapidated condition. 
If this were d\e explanation, it would encourage us to 
explore the question of a renascence. Could modem men 
again make vital contact with the traditions of civility? 
At least once before something of the sort did happen. 
The traditions were articulated in the Graeco-Roman 
world, and submerged in the West by the decline and 
the fall of the Western empire. Later on they were re- 
vived and renovated and remade in a great flowering of 
discovery and enterprise and creativity. The revival of 
learning did not provide maps for Columbus to use in 
discovering America. But it did produce much human 
wisdom which helped Columbus and his contemporaries 
to discover themselves and their possibilities. 

The ancient world, we may remind ourselves, was not 
destroyed because the traditions were false. They were 
submerged, neglected, lost. For the men adhering to them 
had become a dwindling minority who were overthrown 
and displaced by men who were alien to the traditions, 
having never been initiated and adopted into them. May 
it not be that while the historical circumstances are obvi- 
ously so different, something like that is happening again? 


4 . The Universal Laws of the Rational Order 

For over two thousand years, says Barker, European 
thought has been acted upon by the idea that the rational 
faculties, of men can produce a common conception cf 
law and order which possesses a universal validity. This 
conceptjon was first formulated as a theoiy by Zeno and 
the Stoics. It was absorbed by the Roman lavyers. vns 
adopted by the Christian fathers, was re-esmrnsnec and 
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reworked by Saint Thomas Aquinas, and in a new for- 
mulation, after the Renaissance and Reformation, it pro- 
vided the philosophy of the English Revolution of 1688 
and of the American Revolution of 1776. The long life 
of this idea and, above all, the recurring revaval of the idea 
in all ages, would seem to indicate that it reflects a wide 
and recurring human need — ^that it is involved with prac- 
tical questions of policy in the face of recurring political 
problems. 

That the idea is not mere moonshine and cobwebs is 
attested by history. Barker tells us that in 330 B.c. Alex- 
ander was p lannin g the empire in which he would be 
equafly lord of the Greeks and the Persians, in which 
both Greeks and Persians would be equally bound to 
perform military service, and would be encouraged to 
mtermarry. This was a revolutionary idea. Aristotle, who 
was then teaching at the Lyceum, advised Alexander 
against a policy which would bring the two worlds — ^the 
Greek and the barbarian — ^into the same political system. 
Aristotle advised Alexander to deal with the Greeks as a 
leader and with the Persians as a master. 

But Alexander rejected the advice, certainly for practi- 
cal reasons, and perhaps also for idealistic reasons. He 
“acted in the spirit of the policy afterwards enunciated 
by Eratosthenes [an Alexandrian scholar of the next cen- 
tury] who, ‘refusing to agree with men who divided man- 
kind into Greeks and barbarians . . . declared that it was 
better to divide men simply into the good and bad.’ ’’ ® 

In adopting this policy, Alexander anticipated in ac- 
tion what Zeno and the Stoics were soon to be teaching 
— that, as Plutarch wrote long afteirvards, “men should 
not live their lives in so many civic republics, separated 
from one another by different systems of justice; they 
should reckon all as their fellow citizens, and there should 
be one life and one order (cosmos), as it were of one flock 
on a common pasture, feeding in common under one joint 
law.” w 

We must here dwell specially on the fact that Alexander 
anticipated in action what Zeno and the Stoics were soon 
to be teaching. This shows that the idea of a rational order 
is not only an attractive and a sublime conception but that 

® Ernest Barker, Introduction to his translation of Aristotle’s 
Politics {1946), p. lix. 

u lix-ix. Cf. Saint Paul on the One Church, which was 

neither Greek nor Jew . . . Barbarian, Scythian, bond nor free.” 
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it is a necessary assumption in the government of large 
and heterogeneous states. Alexander came to it in spite of 
Aristotle’s teaching to the contrary. His practical experi- 
ence compelled him to see that in an empire which in- 
cluded the Persians as well as the Greeks there had to be 
a common law which was valid for both. To be valid for 
both the Greeks and the Persians, the law had in some 
significant degree to have their consent. The Persians 
could not be commanded and coerced. 

As in fact the laws were promulgated to the Persians 
by Alexander, who was a Greek, it was necessary to con- 
vince the Persians that Alexander’s laws reflected some- 
thing that was higher than the will and the intentions of 
the Greeks, someAing that was binding on both the Greeks 
and the Persians. That something was the faculty of dis- 
tinguishing by reason the good and the bad. For this 
faculty was not peculiar to the Greeks but was common to 
both Persians and Greeks. 

Alexander had discovered empirically what Zeno was 
to formulate theoretically — that a large plural society 
cannot be governed without recognizing that, transcend- 
ing its plural interests, there is a rational order with a 
superior common law. This common law is “natural” in 
the sense that it can be discovered by any rational mind, 
that it is not the willful and arbitrary positive command 
of the sovereign power.^’^ This is the necessary assump- 
tion, without which it is impossible for different peoples 
with their competing interests to live together in peace 
and freedom within one community. 

The Roman lawyers worked out what Alexander had 
anticipated and what the Stoics taught. By the time of 
Cicero there were, says Barker, three different bodies and 
conceptions of law.^^ The first, called ins civile, was ap- 
plicable only to Roman citizens. The second was a body 
of commercial laws, known as the ius gentium, that were 
enforced by the Roman courts in all commercial cases; 

“a common law of contract throughout the empire.” “ 

The ius gentium was meant to contain what was com- 
mon and universal, separated from what was peculiar ard 


Cf. Otto von Gierke, Natural Law and ike Tkecrry rr 
translated with an Introduction by Ernest Barker ( 193- ^ rk _ 

pp. 224-225. 

Ibid., p. xxxvi. 

2^ F. de Zulueta, “The Science of Law.” fc Tke rlr-rzc. 

edited by Cyril Bailey (Oxford. CJa-rerdon Press, t-'k.' - r. k-T- 
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local, in the laws of all states. And beyond this practical 
common law for commercial intercourse, the Roman 
jurists recognized that in theory there was also natural 
law, the ins mturale, which is “the law imposed on man- 
kind by common human nature, that is, by reason in re- 
sponse to human needs and instincts.” This is not, says 
Barker, “a body of actual law, which can be enforced in 
actual courts” ... but “a way of looking at things — a 
spirit of ‘humane interpretation’ in the mind of the judge 
and the jurist — which may, and does, affect the law which 
is actually enforced, but does so without being actual law 
itself.” 

The idea of a universal rational order became sub- 
stantial and effective in the Roman law. This was the 
law of a great society which did in fact bring peace and 
order to the Western world. The remembrance of the 
Roman peace is stamped indelibly on the consciousness 
of Western men. After the fall of the Roman Empire, the 
Roman law, which was practiced in some degree almost 
everywhere, and was taught everywhere, was recognized 
as “the law of an mtemational civilization and relatively 
universal.” “ 

With the beginning of the new age, after 1500, Roman 
law, as codified and digested in the Corpus Juris of Jus- 
. tinian, was regarded as the concrete expression of universal 
] human reason. When the question came to be asked, says 
Barker, “What does this conception of Natural Law ac- 
tually contain or include?” the answer tends to be, during 
the Middles Ages generally and down to the rise of a new 
school of Natural Law after 1500, “It contains or includes 
the whole of Roman Jaw, which is, as a whole, both su- 
premely reasonable and universally diffused, and is there- 
fore natural.”*® 


.-5. The Rupture in Aiodem Times 

The new school of natural law, which flourished from 
about 1500 to 1800, was a response to the pluralism of 
the modem age; to the rise of national states, to the schism 
of the Church, to the explorations and to the expansion 
of world commerce, to the advance of science and of 

« Ibid., p. 204. 

p. 181. 

^® Gierke, op. cit., p. xxxix. 
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secularism, to the progressive division and specialization 
of labor. As the diversity of belief, opinion and interest 
became greater, the need for a common criterion and for 
common laws became more acute. 

The ney? school of natural law was able to meet this 
need imtil the end of the eighteenth century. That was 
long enough to preside over the founding of the British 
and the American constitutional orders, and of those 
which derive from them. But the school of natural law 
has not been able to cope with the pluralism of the later 
modem age — ^with the pluralism which has resulted from 
the industrial revolution and from the enfranchisement 
and the emancipation of the masses of the people. 

In the simple and relatively homogeneous society of 
the eighteenth century natural law provided the principles 
of a &e state. But then the mode of such thinl^g went 
out of fashion. In the nineteenth century little was done 
to remint the old ideas. They were regarded as obsolete 
and false, as hostile to the rise of democracy, and they 
were abandoned to the reactionaries. The great frame of 
reference to the rational order was missing. No body of 
specific principles and precepts was worked out in order 
to regulate international relations, nor to cope with the 
problems raised by the industrial revolution and the ad- 
vance of science and technology. 

Yet, in this pluralized and fragmenting society a public 
philosophy with common and binding principles was more 
necessary than it had ever been. The proof of the need is 
in the impulse to escape from freedom, which Erich 
Fromm has described so well.” It has been growing 
stronger as the emancipation of the masses of the people 
from authority has brought the dissolution of public, gen- 
eral, objective criteria of the true and the false, the right 
and the wrong. “I can assure you,” wrote Andre Gide 
in 1928, “that the feeling of freedom can plunge the 
soul into a sort of anguish.” 

“We know it from within, by a sort of immediate and 
personal experience,” says Gilson, who was writing be- 
tween the wars, that “Western culture was steadily follow- 
ing its process of dissolution.”” Similarly, Spengler’s 

Erich Fromm, Escape from Freedom. 

The Journals of Andre Gide, translated by Justin O'Brien 
(1947-51), Vol. Ill, 1928-1939. entry for Nov. 15. 1928, p. 26. 

Etienne Gilson, The Unity of Philosophical Experience 
(1937), p. 271. 
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famous book on The Decline of the West was first pub- 
lished in 1918 but it was written before the outbreak of 
the war. 

But until the historic disasters of our owa time, the lone- 
liness and anxiety of modem men had been private, without 
public and overt political effect. As long as the public order 
still provided external security, their inner insecurity rras 
still a personal and private and inward affair. Since the 
breakdown of pubUc order during the First World War, 
there has been no security for multitudes and no ease of 
mind for anyone. . „ , „ 

Observing the public disorder m which he himself had 
always lived, and knowing how the inner disorder pro- 
voked the impulse to escape from it, Hitler conceived his 
doctrine. He had the insist of genius into human weak- 
ness, and he wrote in Mein Kampj that the masses are 
“like a woman . . . who will submit to the strong man 
rather than dominate the weakling ... the masses love 
the ruler rather than the suppliant, and inwardly they are 
far more satisfied by a doctrine which tolerates no rival 
than by the grant of liberal freedom; they often feel at a 
loss what to do with it, and even easily feel themselves 
deserted.” 

The masses that Hitler was planning to dommate are 
the modern men who find in freedom from the constraints 
of the ancestral order an intolerable loss of guidance and 
of support. With Gide they are finding that the burden of 
freedom is too great an anxiety. The older structures of 
society are dissolving and they must make their way 
through a time of troubles. They have been taught to ex- 
pect a steady progress towards a higher standard of life, 
and they have not been prepared to withstand the frus- 
trations of a prolonged crisis in the outer world and the 
loneliness of their self-centered isolation. 

■ They are the men who rise up against freedom, unable 
to cope with its insoluble difficulties and unable to en- 
dure the denial of communion in public and common 
truths. They have found no answer to their need and no 
remedy for their anguish in the principles and practice of 
freedom as they have known them in the liberal democra- 
cies of this century. There is a profound disorientation in 
their experience, a radical disconnection beriveen the no- 
tions of their minds and the needs of their souls. They 

Adolf Hitler, Mein Kampf (1939), p. 56. 
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have become the “lonely crowd” that Riesman has de- 
scribed. They are Durldieim’s anomic mass.^^ They are 
Toynbee’s proletarans who are “of” but not “in” the com- 
munity they live in; for they have “no ‘stake’ in that com- 
munity beyond the fact of its physical existence.” Their 
“true hallmark ... is neither poverty nor humble birth 
but is the consciousness — and the resentment that this 
consciousness inspires — of being disinherited.” They 
are, as Karl Jaspers says, men dissolved into “an anony- 
mous mass” because they are “without an authentic world, 
without provenance or roots,” without, that is to say, 
belief and faith that they can live by. 

21 David Riesman, The Lonely Crowd. 

22 Emile Durkheim, Suicide. 

22 Arnold Toynbee, A Study of History, (1951), Vol. I, p. 41* 
Vol. V, p. 63. ' 

21 Karl Jaspers, The Origin and Goal of History, translated from 
the German edition of 1949 by Michael Bullock (London. Rout- 
ledge and Kegan Paul, Ltd., 1953), pp. 127-128. 



CHAPTER NINE 

The Renewal of the Public Philosophy 


I. The Capacity to Believe 

The freedom which modem men are turned away from, 
not seldom with relief and often with enthusiasm, is the 
hollow shell of freedom. The current theory of freedom 
holds that what men believe may be important to them 
but that it has almost no public significance. The outer 
defenses of the free way of life stand upon the legal guar- 
antees against the coercion of belief. But the citadel is 
vacant because the public philosophy is gone, and all that 
the defenders of freedom have to defend in common is a 
public neutrality and a public agnosticism. 

Yet when we have demonstrated the need for the pub- 
lic philosophy, how do we prove that the need can be sat- 
isfied? ^ Not, we may be sure, by ejdiortation, however 
eloquent, to rise to the enormity of the present danger, stUl 
less by lamentations about the glory and the grandeur 
that are past. Modem men, to whom the argument is ad- 
dressed, have a low capacity to believe in the invisible, the 
intangible, and the imponderable. 

Ejchortation can capture the will to believe. But of the 
will to believe there is no lack. The modem trouble is in 
a low capacity to believe in precepts which restrict and 
restrain private interests and desire. Conviction of the 
need of these restraints is difficult to restore once it has 
been radically impaired. Public principles can, of course, 
be imposed by a despotic government. But the public phi- 
losophy of a free society cannot be restored by fiat and by 
force. To come to grips with the unbelief which underlies 
the condition of anomy, we must find a way to re-establish 
confidence in the validity of public standards. We must 
renew the convictions from which our political morality 
springs. 

^Cf. Leo Strauss, Natural Risht and History (1953), p. 6. 
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In the prevailing popular culture all phiiosopMes are 
the instruments of some man’s purpose, all truths are self- 
centered and self-regarding, and all principles are the ra- 
tionalizations of some special interest. There is no pubhc 
criterion of the true and the false, of the right and the 
wrong, beyond that which the preponderant mass of vot- 
ers, consumers, readers, and listeners happen at the mo- 
ment to be supposed to want. 

There is no reason to think that this condition of mind 
can be changed until it can be proved to the modem 
skeptic that there are certain principles which, when they 
have been demonstrated, only the willfully irrational can 
deny, that there are certain obligations binding on aH 
men who are committed to a free society, and that only 
the willfully subversive can reject them. 

When I say that the condition of anomy caimot be 
corrected unless these things are proved to the modem 
skeptic, I mean that the skeptic must find the proof compel- 
ling. His skepticism caimot be cured by forcing him to 
conform. If he has no strong beliefs, he will usukUy con- 
form if he is made to conform. But the very fact tiiat he 
has been forced by the government or by the crowd will 
prove that the official doctrine lacked something in the 
way of evidence or of reason to carry full conviction. In 
the blood of the martyrs to intolerance are the seeds of 
unbelief. 

In order to repair the capadty to believe in the public 
philosophy, it will be necessary to demonstrate the practi- 
cal relevance and the productivity of the public philoso- 
phy. It is almost impossible to deny its high and broad 
generalities. The difficulty is to see how they are to be ap- 
plied in the practical aSairs of a modem state. 

We are back, in a manner of speaking, before the Ro- 
man lawyers worked out the ius gentium and related it to 
the ius naturale, back with Alexander the Great, who un- 
derstood the pressing need for common laws in a plural 
society, and with Zeno who formulated the higher gen- 
eralities. Given the practical need which is acute, and the 
higher generalities, which are self-evident, can we de- 
velop a positive working doctrine of the good society un- 
der modem conditions? The answer which I am making 
to this question is that it can be done if the ideas of the 
public philosophy are recovered and are re-established in 
the mmds of men of light and leading. 
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2 . For Example: The Theory of Property 

Let us, then, put the matter to the test by appl 5 Tng the 
public philosophy to some of the great topics of our public 
life. 

I shall be^ with the theory of private property — ^before 
and after the loss of the public philosophy and the rupture 
of the traditions. We can do this conveniently by examin- 
ing what Blackstone, working in the middle of the eight- 
eenth century, does with the theory of private property. 
Blackstone’s mind was formed in the classical tradition. 
But Blackstone’s world was in movement, and he was not 
equal to the creative effort of using the tradition to cope 
with the new circumstances. 

He had declared that security of the person was the 
first, that liberty of the individual was the second, and 
that property was “the third absolute right inherent in 
every Englishman.” ^ But, as a civilized man, he had to do 
more than to assert the absolute right. He had “to examine 
more deeply the rudiments and grounds” ® on which it 
could be justified rationally. 

Between the lines of his elegant and stately prose one 
can see, I think, that Blackstone was puzzled. According 
to his tradition, the rational justification of property is as a 
system of corresponding and reciprocal ri^ts and duties. 
In the public philosophy an absolute right to property, or 
to_ anything else that affects other men, cannot be enter- 
tained. To claim it is to be outside the law and the bounds 
of civility. This conception of property is most easily in- 
telligible in a society where the principal forms of private 
property are in agriculUu-al land. The land is visible and 
ite products are known to all. This lends itself to a defini- 
tion of the corresponding rights and duties: of the land- 
lord with his tenants and hired workers below him in the 
hierarchy and above him with the sovereign power, claim- 
ing taxes and services. 

_ When the main forms of property are intangible the 
difficulty of defining rights and duties is much greater. 
When Blackstone was writing, England was a rising com- 

“ Sir William Blackstone, Commentaries on the Laws of England, 
Book r. Ch. 1. 

" Ibid., II, 1. 
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mercial power and the comparatively simple problems of 
a society based on landed property were ^eady over- 
taken by the problems of an economy in wmcn property 
was owned as money, as commercial paper, as stocks 
bonds. It was easy enough to assert rights to intangible 
property, but difficult to define the duties of intangible 
property. Yet unless that was done, property would not be 
under general laws. 

Blackstone is in a way a tragjc figure in that, thante to 
his education, he had the intimation that the right direc- 
tion was to work toward brin^g intangible property un- 
der public standards. Yet for one reason or another he did 
not take it. He was, however, troubled. He knew that 
“nothing ... so generally . . . engages the affections 
of mankind” as that “sole and despotic dominion which 
one man claims and exercises over the external things of 
the world, in total exclusion of the right of any other in- 
dividual in the universe.” But as a man steeped in the 
civilized traditions of the West, he knew too that there 
must be rational limits put upon the acquisitive and pos- 
sessive instincts. As a man of the world, that is to say of 
his world and of the world that was to come, he knew 
also how little the rising men of property wished to hear 
about obligations that would limit their absolute ri^ts. 

So, with a certain regret, and perhaps with an intuitive 
foreboding, he wrote that “Pleased as we are with the pos- 
session, we seem afraid to look back to the means by 
which it was acquired, as if fearful of some defect in our 
title . . . not caring to reflect that (accurately and strictly 
speaffing) there is no foundation in nature or in natural 
law, why a set of words upon parchment should convey 
the dominion of land; why the son should have a right to 
exclude his fellow-creatures from a determinate spot of 
ground, because his father had done so before him: or 
why the occupier of a particular field or of a jewel, when 
lying on his death-bed, and no longer able to maintain 
possession, should be entitled to tell the rest of the world 
which of them should enjoy it after him.” ^ 

Blackstone thought that _ these questions which chaJ- 
ienge toe sole and despotic dominion” of the property 
holder would be useless and even troublesome in com- 

“®i, he felt bound to sax that 

It is well if the mass of mankind will obey toe lau-sVhen 

ibid., n, 1. 



92 THE ' PUBLIC PHILOSOPHY 

made, without scrutinizing too nicely into the reason for 
making them.” But as one formed in the traditions of 
civility, he could not ignore the question of whether there 
was “some defect in our title” to absolute property. And 
as an exponent of “rational science” he felt bound to ex- 
pound the classical conception of private property'. He 
puts it this way: a man’s property 

, . . consists in the free use, enjoyment and disposal of 
all his a.:quisitions, without any control or diminution, 
save only by the laws of the land. The original of private 
properly is probably founded in nature . . . but certainly 
the modifications under which we at present find it, the 
method of conserving it in the present owner, and of 
translating it from man to man, are entirely derived 
from society; and are some of those civil advantages in 
exchange for which every individual has resigned a part 
of his natural liberty.® 

The rights of property, that is to say, are a creation of 
the laws of the state. And since the laws can be altered, 
there are no absolute rights of property. There are legal 
rights to use and to enjoy and to dispose of propertj'. The 
laws define what are the rights to use and to enjoy and to 
dispose of property, which the courts will enforce. 

For, says Blackstone . . . 

The earth and all things therein are the general property 
of all mankind, exclusive of other beings, from the im- 
mediate gift of the creator. 

It is in order that, and only in order that, the earth may 
be enjoyed most fully that 

. . . the legislature of England has universally promoted 
the grand ends of civil society, the peace and security 
of individuals, by steadily pursuing that wise and orderly 
maxim of assigning [Italics mine] to everything capable 
of ownership a legal and determinate owner.® 

Conceived in this fashion, private property can never 
be regarded as giving to any man an absolute title to ex- 

^ Ibid., I, 1, 3. (Italics mine), 
e Ibid., 11,1. 
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ercise “the sole and despotic dominion” over the land and 
the resources of nature. The ultimate title does not lie in 
the owner. The title is in “mankind,” m The People as a 
corporate community. The rights of the individual in that 
patrimony are creations of die law, and have no other 
validity except as they are ordained by law. The purpose 
of laws which establish private property is not to satisfy 
the acquisitive and possessive instincts of the primitive 
man, but to promote “the grand ends of civil society” — 
which comprehend “the peace and security of individuals.” 

Because the legal owner enjoys the use of a limited 
necessity belon^g to all men, he cannot be the soverei^ 
lord of his possessions. He is not entitled to exercise hk 
absolute and therefore arbitrary wiU. He owes duties that 
correspond with his rights. His ownership is a grant made 
by the laws to achieve not his private purposes but the 
common social purpose. And, therefore, the laws of prop- 
erty may and should be judged, reviewed and, when neces- 
sary, amended, so as to de&ie the specific system of ri^ts 
and duties that will promote the ends of society. 

This is a doctrine of private property which denies the 
pretension to a “sole and despotic dominion.” When Black- 
stone, though bis conscience was troubled, accepted the 
sole and despotic dominion, he broke with the public phi- 
losophy and the traditions of civility. After his break the 
reco^iized theorists developed regressively the conception 
of private property as an absolute right. For a time they 
excluded from political philosophy, from jurisprudence and 
from legslation, almost any notion that property had duties 
as well as rights. 

Absolute private property inevitably produced intoler- 
able evils. Absolute owners did grave damage to their 
neighbors and to their descendants: they ruined the fertil- 
ity of the land, they exploited destructively the minerals 
under the surface, they burned and cut forests, they de- 
stroy^ the wild life, they polluted streams, they cornered 
supplies and formed monopolies, they held land and re- 
sources out of use, they exploited the feeble bargaining 
power of wage earners. 

^ For such abuses of absolute property the political scien- 
tists and the law makers had no remedy. They had lost 
the_ tradition that property is the creation of the law for 
socim purposes. They had no principles by which the law 
could deal with the abuses of property. The individualists 
ot the nineteenth century could not, therefore, defend and 
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preserve the system of private property by reforming it, 
. and by adapting it to Ae circumstances of the modem 
age. They knew much about the rights of property and 
little about any corresponding duties. And so, because 
there was no legal remedy for the abuses of private 
property, because the duties which are the rational jus- 
tification of property were no longer defined and en- 
forced, the idea of private property lost its rational 
justification. 

Between the property holders and the propertyless, 
who became the majority in many countries, there was, in 
consequence, no connecting bond, no consensus within 
the same realm of rational discourse. The proletariat had 
the duty to respect the rights of owners. But the owners 
owed no reciprocal duty to the proletariat. There were 
no obligations in which the proletarians found their rights. 
Thus there arose the ominous phenomenon of “the two 
nations,” the confrontation of those who owned the earth 
by those who had nothing to lose. The latter were more 
numerous than the former. As they acquired votes, the 
main issue in the domestic politics of the democracies 
became the struggle between the minority who had so 
much absolute property and the great mass of the elector- 
ate who had so little property. 

To this conflict there have been and are two possible 
, I outcomes: a gradual, cumulative, and perhaps at last a 
violent expropriation of the men of property — or reforms 
of the laws of propc)^ which restore adequate duties. 
But for several generations after Blackstone, the very idea 
of property as a system of duties was obscured. The public 
philosophy was discarded, and the most humane and en- 
lightened men of the nineteenth century had little notion 
how rational reforms could be made. The alternatives, it 
appemed, were to defend absolute property against the 
growing discontent of the propertyless, or to abolish pri- 
vate property. It was a dangerous and a false dilemma. 
But in the nineteenth century this became the dOemma. 
The choice, it was said, was between individualism and 
collectivism, between Manchester and Marx, between ab- 
solute property maintained by the force of the few and 
absolute property abolished by the dictatorship of the mass. 

The case of Blackstone has shown that a different and 
better theory of property was possible. It was possible if 
he and his successors had adhered to the public philoso- 
phy — if they had used, instead of abandoning, the prin- 
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cioles which he stated so weU. The earth is the general 
property of aU mankind. Private titles of ownership, are- 
Lsimed by law-making authorities to promote the grand ■ 
ends of civil society. Private property is, therefore, a sys- 
tem of legal rights and duties. Under changing conditions 
the system must be kept in accord with the grand ends of- 


civil society. , , , 

Blackstone and his successors did not work out legal 
propositions from these principles.'^ As I am contending 
that it would have been better if they had done so, I now 
ask myself what is the validity of these principles? Are 
they devices, like the rules of the road, for regulating the 
trafBc? If they are only that, then another set of assump- 
tions could be just as valid, like the rule of the road in 
Britain that one must drive to the left. One could, and in 


fact men have, constructed systems of property on quite 
different assumptions — on the assumption, for example, 
that the earth is the general property of white men only, 
or of a master race of white men, or of those castes which 


have not sinned in a previous incarnation. But if the prin- 
ciples are more than that, if they have a validity which 
overrides such special claims, what is the virtue which 
gives them their validity? 

They are the laws of a rational order of human society 
— in the sense that all men, when they are sincerely and 
lucidly rational, will regard them as self-evident. The ra- 
tional order consists of the terms which must be met in 


order to fulfill men’s capacity for the good life in this 
world. They are the terms of the widest consensus of ra- 
tional men in a plural society. They are the propositions to 
which all men concerned, if they are sincerely and lucidly 
rational, can be expected to converge. There could never 
be a consensus that Africa belongs to the descendants of 
the Dutch settlers; a property system founded on that pre- 
tension cannot be generally acceptable, and will generate 
disorder. The classical doctrine has a superior validity in 
that a system of property based upon it may obtain a con- 
sensus of support in the commum'ty, and would have the 
prospect of being workable. 

When we speak of these principles as natural laws, we 
must be careful. They are not scientific “laws” like the 
laws of the motions of the heavenly bodies. They do not 
descnbe human behavior as it is. They prescribe what it 


’’ CL my The Good Society, Cb. 12 . 
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shouM be. They do not enable us to predict what men 
will actually do. They are the principles of ri^t behawor 
in the good society, governed by the Western traditions 
of civility. 

It is possible to organize a state and to conduct a gov- 
ernment on quite difierent principles. But the outcome 
will not be freedom and the good life. 


3. For Exa^nph: Freedom of Speech 

Only within a community which adheres to the pubhc 
' philosophy is there sure and sufficient ground for the free- 
dom to think and to ask questions, to speak and to publish. 
Nobody can justify in principle, much less in practice, a 
claim ffiat there exists an unrestricted right of anyone to 
utter anything he likes at any time he chooses. There can, 
for example, be no right, as Mr. Justice Holmes said, to 

S “Fire” in a crowded theater. Nor is there a right to 
a customer that the glass beads are diamonds, or a 
voter that the opposition candidate for President is a So- 
viet agent. 

Freedom of speech has become a central concern of the 
Western society because of the discovery among the 
Greeks that dialectic, as demonstrated in the Socratic dia- 
logues, is a principal method of attaining truth, and par- 
ticularly a method of attaining moral and political truth. 
“The ability to raise searching difficulties on both sides of 
a subject uffil,” said Aristotle, “make us detect more easily 
the truth and error about the several points that arise.”® 
The right to speak freely is one of the necessary means to 
the attainment of the truth. That, and not the subjective 
pleasure of utterance, is why freedom is a necessity in the 
good society. 

This was the ground on which Milton in the Areopa- 
gitica opposed the order of Parliament (1643) that no 
book should be printed or put on sale unless it had first 
been licensed by the authorities: 

As therefore the state of man now is; what Msdom can 
there be to choose, what continence to forbear without 
the knowledge of evil? . . . Since therefore the knowl- 


s Topics, Bk. 1 Ch. 1, 101a35. 
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edge and survey of vice is in. this world so necessary 
to the constituting of hunaan virtue,- and the scanning of. 
error to the confirmation of truth, how can we more 
safely, and vdth less danger, scout into the regions of 
sin and falsity than by reading all manner of tractates 
and hearing ^ manner of reason? ® 


The method of dialectics is to confront ideas ■mth op- 
posing ideas in order that the pro and the con of the dis- 
pute will lead to true ideas. But the dispute must not be 
treated as a trial of strength. It must be a means of eluci-, 
dation. In a Socratic dialogue the disputants are arguing 
co-operatively in order to acquire more wisdom than 
either of them had when he began. In a sophistical argu- 
ment the sophist is out to win a case, using rhetoric and 
not dialectic. “Both alike,” says Aristotle, “are concerned 
with such things as come, more or less, within the general 
ken of all men and belong to no definite science.’’^® But 
while “dialectic is a process of criticism wherein lies the 
path to the principle of all inquiries, “rhetoric is con- 
cerned with the modes of persuasion.”^ 

Divorced from its ori^nal purpose and iustffication, as 
a process of criticism, freedom to think and speak are not 
self-evident necessities. It is only from the hope and the 
intention of discovering truth that freedom acquires such 
high public significance. The ri^t of Self-expression is, as 
such, a private amenity rather &an a public necessity. The 
riglit to utter words, whether or not they have meaning, 
and regardless of their truth, could not be a vital interest 
of a great state but for the presumption that they are the 
chaff which goes with the utterance of true and si gnifi cant 
words. 

But when the chaff of silliness, baseness, and deception 
is so voluminous that it submerges the kernels of truth, 
freedom of speech may produce such frivolity, or such 
mischief, that it cannot be preserved against the demand 
for a restoration of order or of decency. If there is a divid- 
mg line be^een liberty and license, it is where freedom 
of ^eech is no longer respected as a procedure of the 
truth and becomes the unrestricted right to exploit the 


Areopagitica (Oxford University Press, 1949), 

w Rhetoric, Bk. 1 , Ch. 1, 1354al-3. 

“ Topics, Bk. I, Ch. 2, 101b3-4. 

Rhetoric, Bk. I, Ch. 1, 1355a4. 
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ignorance, and, to. incite the passions, of the people. Then 
freedom is such a hullabaloo of sophist^, propaganda, 
special pleading, lobbying, and salesmanship that it Is dil- 
ficult to remember Twhy freedom of speech k 'worth the 
pain and trouble of defending it. 

What has been lost in the tumult is the meaning of the 
obligation which is involved in the right to speak fireely. 
It is the obligation to subject the utterance to criticism 
and debate. Because the dialectical debate is a procedure 
for attaining moral and political truth, the right to gpeak 
is protected by a willingness to debate. 

In the public philosophy, freedom of speech is con- 
ceived as the means to a confrontation of opinion — ^as in 
a Socratic dialogue, in a schoolmen’s disputation, in the 
critiques of scientists and savants, in a court of law, in a 
representative assembly, in an open forum. 

Even at the canonisation of a saint, [says John Stuart 
Mi)!] the church admits and listens patiently to a “devil’s 
advocate." The holiest of men, it appears, cannot h'' 
admitted to posthumous honors, until ah that the de' 
could say against him is known and weighed. K ev 
the Newtonian philosophy w'ere not permitted to 
questioned, man^d could not feel as complete a 
ance of its truth as they now [1859] do. The bf 
which we have most warrant for, have no safeguai 
rest on, but a standing invitation to the whole wori 
prove them unfounded. If the challenge is not accej 
or is accepted and the attempts fails, we are far en. 
from certainty still; but we have done the best th".; 
existing stale of human reason admits of; we have . 
lected nothing that could give the truth the charj^ 
reaching us: if the lists are kept open, we may hoy ' 
if there be a better truth, it wiU be found wb? . 
human mind is capable of receiving it; and in thej - 
time we may rely on having attained such apprr’ . 1 : 
truth, as is possible in our day. This is the am ' .r 
certainty attainable fay a fallible being, and 
sole way of attaining it.^® 

And because the purpose of the confrontr' 

J. S. Mill, On Liberiy. In On LlberSy, Reprc; 
merj. The Suhjcclion of W’omers (Lcadon, C 
Press. 1946), Ch. H, pp. 28-29. 
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cem truth, there are rules of evidence and of parliamen- 
tary procedure, there are codes of fair dealing and fair 
comment, by which a loyal man will consider himself 
bound when he exercises the right to publish opinions. 
For the right to freedom of speech is no license to deceive, 
and willful misrepresentation is a violation of its princi- 
ples, It is sophistry to pretend that in a free country a man 
has some sort of inalienable or constitutional right to de- 
ceive his fellow men. There is no more right to deceive 
than there is a right to swindle, to cheat, or to pick pock- 
ets. It may be inexpedient to arraign every public liar, as 
we try to arraign other swindlers. It may be a poor policy 
to have too many laws which encourage litigation about 
matters of opinion. But, in principle, there can be no im- 
munity for lying in any of its protean forms, 

_ In our time the application of these fundamental prin- 
ciples poses many unsolved practical problems. For the 
modem media of mass communication do not lend them- 
selves easily to a confrontation of opinions. Tlie dialecti- 
cal process for finding truth works best when the same 
audience hears all the sides of the disputation. Tliis is mani- 
festly impossible in the moving pictures: if a film advo- 
cates a thesis, the same audience cannot be shown another 
film designed to answer it. Radio and television broadcasts 
do permit some debate. But despite the efiort of the com- 
panies to let opposing views be heard equally, and to or- 
ganize programs on which there arc opposing speakers, 
the technical conditions of broadcasting do not favor gen- 
uine and productive debate. For the audience, tuning on 
and tuning off here and there, cannot be counted upon to 
hear, even in summary form, the essential evidence and 
the main arguments on all the significant sides of a ques- 
tion, Rarely, and on very few public issues, docs the ma.ss 
audience have the benefit of the process by which tnith is 
sifted from error — ^the dialectic of debate in which there 
is immediate challenge, reply, cross-examination, and re- 
buttal. The men who regularly broadcast the news and 
comment upon the news cannot — like a speaker in the 
Senate or in the Hou.se of Commons— be challenged by 
one of tlieir listeners and compelled then and there to 
verify their statements of fact and to rc-orguc their Mcr- 
ences from the facts. 

Yet when genuine debate is lacking, freedom 
docs not work as it is meant to work. It has lo; 
ciple which regulates it and justifies it— that 
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dialectic conducted according to logic and the rul^ of 
evidence. If there is no effective debate, the unrestricted 
ri^t to speak will unloose so many propagandists, procur- 
ers, and panderers upon the public that sooner or later in 
self-defense the people will turn to the censors to protect 
them. An unrestricted and unregulated right to speak can- 
not be maintained. It will be curtailed for all manner of 
reasons and pretexts, and to serve all kinds of good, fool- 
ish, or sinister ends. 

For in the absence of debate unrestricted utterance 
leads to the degradation of opinion. By a kind of Gresh- 
am’s law the more rational is overcome by the less ra- 
tional, and the opinions that will prevail will be those 
which are held most ardently by those with the most pas- 
sionate will. For that reason the freedom to^ speak can 
never be maintained merely by objecting to interference 
■with the liberty of the press, of printing, of broadcasting, 
of the screen. It can be maintained only by promoting 
debate. 

In the end what men will most ardently desire is to sup- 
press those ■who disagree with them and, therefore, stand 
in the way of the realization of their desires. Thus, once 
confrontation in debate is no longer necessary, the tolera- 
tion of all opinions leads to intolerance. Freedom of 
speech, separated from its essential principle, leads 
through a short transitional chaos to the destruction of 
freedom of speech. 

It follows, I believe, that in the practice of freedom of 
speech, the degree of toleration that will be maintained is 
directly related to the effectiveness of the confrontation in , 
debate which prevails or can be organized. In the Senate 
of the United States, for example, a Senator can promptly 
be challenged by another Senator and brou^t to an ac- 
counting. Here among the Senators themselves the con- 
ditions are most nearly ideal for the toleration of all 
opinions.” At the other extreme there is the secret circula- 
tion of anonymous allegations. Here there is no means of 
challenging the author, and without any violation of the 
principles of freedom, he may properly be dealt with , by 
detectives, by policemen, and the criminal courts. Between 
such extremes there are many problems of toleration which 
depend essentially upon how effective is the confrontation 
in debate. Where it is inefficient, as in the standard news- 

For non-Scnators attacked by Senators the case is different. 
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about the principle: that the counterrevolutionary move- 
ments are enemies of the state, and must be defeated. 

In applying the principle the specific question of 
■whether this party or that individual is or is not loyal is a 
matter to be determined by due process. For while there 
can be no right to destroy the liberal democratic state, 
there is an inalienable right to have the question ad- 
judicated justly in all particular cases as to whether this 
person or that is an enemy of the state. This ri^t cannot 
be denied to those who have not been proved guilty with- 
out denying it to all who would be proved not guilty. 

The limits of dissent are not too difficult to fix when 
we are dealing with avowedly revolutionary parties like 
the communists and the fascists. The borderline between 
sedition and radical reform is between the denial and the 
acceptance of, the sovereign principle of the public phi- 
losophy: that we live in a rational order in which by sin- 
cere inquiry and rational debate we can distinguish the- 
true and the false, the right and the wrong. The counter- 
revolutionists, who suppress freedom in order to propa- 
gate the official doctrine, reject the procedure by which in 
die free society official policy is determined. 

Rational procedure is the ark of the covenant of the 
public philosophy. There is no set of election , laws or 
constitutional guarantees which are unchangeable. \^at 
is unchangeable is the commitment to rational determina- 
tion, the commitment to act in public life on the assump- 
tion which C. S. Peirce stated as follows: 

Human opinion universally tends in the long run to a 
definite form, which is the truth. Let any human being 
have enough information and exert enough thought 
upon any question, and the result will be that he will 
arrive at a certain definite conclusion, which is the sairie 
that any other mind will reach under sufficiently favor- 
able circumstances. . . . There is, then, to every ques- 
tion a true answer, a final conclusion, to which the 
opinion of every man is constantly gravitating. He may, 
for a time recede from it, but give him more experience 
and time for consideration, and be will finally approach 
■ it. The individual may not live to reach the-truth; there 
is a residuum of error in every individual's opinions. 

No^ matter; it remains that there is a definite opinion to 
■ which the mind of man is, on the whole and in the long 
iun, tending. On many questions the final agreement is 
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already reached, on all it will be reached if time enoegh 
is 0ven, The arbitrary will or other individual peculiari- 
ties of a sufficiently large number of mmds may post- 
pone the general agreement in that opinion indefinitely;, 
but it cannot affect what the character of that opinion 
shall be when it is reached. This final opinion then is in- 
dependent, not indeed of thought in general, but of all 
that is arbitrary and individual in thought; is quite in- 
dependent of bow you, or I, or any number of men, 
think.^® 


It is not possible to reject this faith in the efficacy of 
reason and at the same time to believe that communities 
of men enjoying freedom could govern themselves suc- 
cessfully. 


5. The Mirror of History 


We find, then, that the principle of freedom of speech, 
like that of private property, falls within the bounds of 
the public philosophy. It can be justified, applied, regu- 
lated in a plural society only by adhering to the postulate 
that there is a rational order of things in which it is pos- 
sible, by sincere inquiry and rational debate, to distin- 
guish the true and the false, the right and the wrong, the 
good which leads to the realization of human ends and 
the evil which leads to destruction and to the death of 
civility. 

The free political institutions of the Western world 
were conceived and established by men who believed that 
honest reflection on the common experience of mankind 
would always cause men to come to the same ultimate 
conclusions. Within the Golden Rule of the same philoso- 
phy for elucidating their ultimate ends, they could engage 
with confident hope in the progressive discovery of truth. 
All issues could_ be settled by scientific investigation and 
by free debate if — ^but only if — all the investigators and 
the debaters adhered to the public philosophy; if, that is 
to say, they used the same criteria and rules of reason for 


1 ® Cited m Herbert W. Schneider, A History of American Phi- 
losophy 09461, p. 517. From a review of Fraser's o' 

heorge Berkeley in North American Review, Vol. CXIII (IS'!' 
pp. 455-456. 
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arriving at the truth and for distinguishing good and evil. 

Quite eridently, there is no clear sharp line which can 
be drawn in any community or among communities be- 
tween those who adhere and those who do not adhere to 
the public philosophy. But while there are many shades 
and degrees in the spectrum, the two ends are well- 
defined. When the adherence of the whole body of peo- 
ple to the public philosophy is firm, a true commimi^ 
exists; where there is division and dissent over the main 
principles the result is a condition of latent war. 

In the maintenance and formation of a true community 
the articulate philosophy is, one might say, like the thread 
which holds the pieces of the fabric together. Not every- 
one can have mastered the philosophy; most people, pre- 
sumably, may have heard almost nothing about it. But if 
among the people of light and leading the public philoso- 
phy has, as (he Chinese say, the Mandate of Heaven, the . 
beliefs and the habits which cause men to collaborate will 
remain whole. But if the public philosophy is discarded 
among them, being treated as reactionary or as nonsensi- 
cal, then the stitches wUl have been puUed out and the 
fabric will come apart. 

The fabrics in the metaphor are the traditions of how 
, the good life is lived and the good society is governed. ' 
, v.When they come apart, as they have in the Western de- 
te^mocracies, the result is tantamount to a kind of collective 
■■ amnesia. The liberal democracies have been making mis- 
takes in peace and in war which they would never have 
made were they not suffering from what is a failure of 
memory. They have forgotten too much of what their 
predecessors had learned before them. The newly en- 
franchised democracies are like men who have kept their 
appefites but have forgotten how to grow food. They have 
the perennial human needs for law and order, for freedom 
and justice, for what only good government can give 
&em. But the art of governing well has to be learned. If 
it is to be learned, it has to be transmitted from the old to 
the young, and the habits and the ideas must be main- 
tained as a seamless web of memory among the bearers of 
the tradition, generation after generation. 

When the continuity of the traditions of civility is rup- 
tured, the community is threatened: unless the rupture is 
repaired, the community will break down into factional, 
class, racial and regional wars. For when the continuity 
is mterrupted, the cultural heritage is not being trans- 
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mitted. The new generation is faced with the task of re- 
discovering and re-inventing and relearning, by tnal and 
error, most of what the guardians of a society need to 
know. 

No one generation can do this.. For no one generation 
of men are capable of creating for themselves the arts and 
sciences of a hi^ civilization. Men can know more than 
their ancestors did if they start with a knowledge of what 
their ancestors had already learned. They can do ad- 
vanced experiments if they do not have to learn all over 
again how to do the elementary ones. That is why a so^ 
cicty can be progressive only if it conserves its traditions. 
The generations are, as Bernard of Chartres said, “like 
dwarfs seated on the shoulders of giants,’’ enabled, there- 
fore, to “see more things than the Ancients and things 
more distant.”'® 

But traditions are more than the culture of the arts^ and 
sciences. They are the public world to which our private 
worlds are joined. This continuum of public and pri- 
vate memories transcends all persons in their immediate 
and natural lives and it ties them all together. In it there 
is performed the mystery by which individuals are adopted 
and initiated into membership in the community. 

The body which carries this mystery^ is the history of 
the community, and its central theme is the great deeds 
and the high purposes of the great predecessors. From 
them the new men descend and prove themselves by be- 
coming participants in the unfinished story. • 

“Where I belong,” says Jaspers, “and what I am living 
for, I first learned in the mirror of history When the 
individual becomes civilized he acquires a second nature. 
This second nature is made in the image of what he is 
and is living for and should become. He has seen fte im- 
age in the mirror of history. This second nature, which 
rules over the natural man, is at home in the good society. 
T^is second nature is no proletarian but feels itself to be a 
rightful proprietor and ruler of the community. Full al- 
legiance to the community can be given only by a man’s 
second nature, ruling over his first and primitive nature, 
and treating it as not finally himself. Then the disciplines 
and the necessities and the constraints of a civilized 


in £tienne Gilson, The Spirit of Medieval PkOaeozhy 
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" Karl Jaspers, Origin and Goal of History (1953), p. 27L 
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have ceased to be alien to him, and imposed from without. 
They have become his own inner imperatives,^® . 


6. Man^s Second Nature 

In the dialogues recounting the death of Socrates, Plato 
has painted the classic portrait of the civilized citizen. On 
the afternoon of his execution, Socrates is arguing with 
his friends. Tihe jailers have left the door of the prison 
open, and Socrates is explaimng why he refuses to escape. 

. . . The Athenians have thought fit to condemn me, 
and accordingly I have thought it better and more right 
to remain here and undergo my sentence; for I am in- 
clined to think that these muscles and bones of mine 
would have gone off long ago to Megara or Boeotia — fay 
the dog of Egypt they would, if they had been moved 
only by their own idea of what was best, and if I had 
not chosen as the better and nobler part, instead of 
playing truant and running away, to undergo any 
punishment which the state inflicts. There is surely a- 
strange confusion of causes and conditions in all this. 

It may be said, indeed, that without bones and muscles 
and other parts of the body I cannot execute my pur-- 
poses. But to say that I do as I do because of them, and 
that this is the way in which mind acts, and not from 
the choice of the best, is a very careless and idle mode 
of speaking.^® 

Socrates is saying that he, himself, is not the organism 
of his muscles and his bones, his reflexes, affections and 
instincts. He, Socrates, is the person who governs that or- 
ganism. He exercises what Saint Thomas Aquinas called “a 
royal and politic rule” over his “irascible and concupis- 
cible powers.” These powers of the organism, its first 
nature, are, as Cardinal Newman said, “ever insurgent 
against reason.” But Socrates is the ruler of that organism. 
He is the “I” who can “if I had not chosen” to rule 
than, then they would have rebelled and run away. This 
Socrates who rules them is the adopted and initiated 

Cf. my Preface to Morals. 

^^Phaedo, 98-99. In The Dialogues of Plato, translated by B. 
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citizen of Athens. They are the appetites and instincts of 
the natural man. For one who is ruled by his appetites is a 
barbarian, and quite incapable of being an Athenian citizen. 
The friends of Socrates, who wep there on that last 
day, would perhaps have said that it -was only “human” , 
that he should want to run away when he had the chance. 
But Socrates chose to affirm the opposite, to insist that he 
was most fully human because he was willing and able to 
govern his desires. 

Needless to say the lesson of this ' great story is not 
servility and conformism, and it does not carry any im- 
plication that the people of Athens who condemned Soc- 
rates were ri^t in their judgment. As Crito says, when 
he has closed his eyes, “of all the men of his time whom 
I have known , he was the wisest and justest and best.” 
The point of the story is that Socrates would not save him- 
self because an Athenian citizen could not cheat the law, 
least of aU for his own personal advantage.^® K Athens 
was to be governed, it must be by citizens who b;^ their 
second natures preferred the laws to the satisfaction of 
their own impulses, even to their own will to live. Unless 
the citizens would govern themselves with such authority, 
the Athenian city would be ungovernable. If they fol- 
lowed their first natures, Athens would be trampled down 
in the stampede. 

This is the image of a man who has become fit to rule. 
He is ruled within by his second and civilized nature. His 
true self exercises the power of life and death over his 
natural self. For it is the true person who has qualified as 
proprietor of the laws and institutions of Athens and of 
the ideal of life which -they serve. The necessities and the 
purposes of Athenian life are not something outside of 
Socrates, something alien, extraneous, imposed and only 
reluctantly conformed with. They are the ends of his own 
true character, established in that part of his being which 
he calls himself. 

This is the inwardness of the ruling man — whatever 
his titles and his rank — that for the sake of his realm, of 
ordef, of his icginieDt, of his ship, of his cause, he is 
A f master of his^ own weaker and meaner passions. 
Although this is the aristocratic code, it is not inherent in 
prerogative and birffi. It is functional to the capacity to 
rule. It is because aristocrats have been rulers, and not be- 

118 . 
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cause they were bom -into the. aristocracy, that they have 
held themselves to the aristocratic \irtues. When, like the 
French nobles on the eve of the Revolution, they have 
lost the self-mastery which is the principle of the rulins 
man, they are unable to rule. Then, if they cling too.loni 
to their privileges, many of them will lose their noble 
heads. 


CHAPTER TEN 

The Two Realms 


I. The C(ynfusion of the 'Realms 


Against man Imng in the civilized toaditiOQj v/ho like 
Socrates rules his private impulses by the kws or the^b- 
lic world, there are arrayed the great adversanes. They 
tempt him with a total promise — ^that in a short and 
dorious strugde they vtiH take him into the earthly heaven 
where he will realize ah his hopes. The root o' the let- 
ter is in these two conceptions of the human condition, 
and the ultimate issue is in the conflict between them. 

As the hitter end has become visible in the countries Ol 
the total revolution, we can see how desperate is the pre-, 
dicament ot modem men. The terrible events show that 
the harder they try to malm earth into heaven, the more 
they make it a hell. 

Yet, the yearning for salvation and for perfection is 
most surely not evil, and it is, moreover, perennial in the 
human soul. Are men then doomed by die very nature of 
diings to be denied the highest good if it cannot be ma- 
terialized in this world and if, as so large a number of 
modem men assume, it will not be materialized in another 
vmild? 

The answer to this question is Imown. It can be had by 
recognizing the difference between the realm of existence 
v/here objects are materialized to our senses, and the 
realm of essence, where they are present to the mind. I 
am using the ambiguous but irreplaceable word “essence” 
as meaning the true and undistorted nature of things. The 
understanding of our relation to these tp/o realms of be- 
ing is exceedingly difficult to communicate, so difficult 
that, as a matter of fact, it has remained an esoteric 
vosdom. 


Yet if there is a way out of the modem predicament, it 
begins, I believe, where v/e learn to recognize the differ- 
ence bew/een the tv/o realms. For the radical error of the 

Ufp promises, not the good 

iiie of this world, but the perfect life of heaven The root 

109 



110 THE PUBLIC PHILOSOPHY 

of the error is the confusion of the two realms — ^that of 
this world where the human condition is to be bom, to 
live, to work, to struggle and to die, and that of the tran- 
scendent world in which men’s souls can be regenerate 
and at peace. The confusion of these two realms is an ulti- 
mate disorder. It inhibits the good life in this world. It 
falsifies the life of the spirit. 


2, The Good In This World 

The ideals of the good life and of the good society fall 
far short of perfection, and in speaking of them we must 
not use superlatives. TTiey are worldly ideals, which raise 
no expectations about the highest good. Quite the con- 
trary, They are concerned with the best that is possible 
among mortal and finite, diverse and conflicting men. 
Thus the ideals of freedom, justice, representation, con- 
sent, law, are of the earth, earthy. They are for men who 
are still (as Saint Paul says in Timothy I, 9-10) imder the 
law. For 

... the law is not made for a righteous man, but for the 
lawless and disobedient, for the ungodly and for sinners, 

'> for unholy and profane, for murderers of fathers and 
murderers of mothers, for manslayers. 

For whoremongers, for them that defile themselves 
with mankind, for menstealers, for liars, for perjured 
persons . • . 

The word “freedom” has several meanings. But none 
would have occurred to anyone who had not been in the 
human conation of diversity and conflict, who had not 
known the issues of life among wordly men and the fini- 
tude of his own powers. 

_ We can, for example, distinguish three principal mean- 
ings to the term. Each has been the formative principle of 
a school of thought. 

There is Hobbes, who said that “liberty or freedom, 
signifieth (properly) the absence of opposition.”^ In his 
of the word, we are free in respect to all the actions . 
which no one else prevents us from doing. 

Faruf'ch (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1943) 
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There is a meaning 

T^cke- "the po??et a man. has tO do or toreoear 
any p^icular action”^ Here v?e are not 
cause we may do something; we must also be tO do 
it, ^we must have the faculty for doing it and die means 

The word “freedom” has still another meaning in thw 
classical and Christian tradition. As Montesqmeo. pm n, 
freedom “can consist only in the power of doing w’hm we 
ou^t to will, and in not being constramed to do w^ we 
ou^t not to wiiL”’ .We are free if we have the faculty 
of knowing what we ought to do and the whl to do iL 

These are not- merely verbal differences, arising from 
ambiguity or equrvocation. They are rather fecets^ of a 
complex idea. For when any one of the meanings is put 
to a practical test, ahnost invariably we have to turn to 
the other meanings to correct its deficiencies. It is, there' 
fore, impossible to ^oose one meaning, rejecting all the 
others, or, in fact, to come to rest in a conclnsion which 


fixes a total meaning. 

There is no final resting point, because “in the fiuz of 
things,” as William James says, “thmgs are off their bal- 
ance. Whatever equilibrium our finite experiences attain 
to are but provisional . . . everything is in ... a sur- 
rounding world of other things.” And "if you leave it to 
work there, k will inevitably meat with fnction and op- 
position from its neighbors. Its rivals and enemies will 
destroy it unless it can buy them off by compromising 
some part of its orignal pretentions.”* 

Words like liberty, equality, fraternity, justice, have 
various meanings wfich refiect the variability of the flux 
of things. The different meanings are rather like different 
clothes, each good for a season, for certain weather and 
for a time of day, none good for all times. In the infinite 
change and diversity of the actual v/orld, our conceptual 
definitions are never exactly and finally the whole truth 
For, M James said, while “the essence of life is its con- 
tmuaUy changing character ... our concepts are all dis- 
contmuous and fixed.” Like a winter overcoat, none can 


Concerning Human Understandinp, ed- 
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de Montesqni'sn, The Spirit of Lee/!!;, BL XT 3 
V/Miam James, A Pluralistic Universe. In Es'-v-’ in Pr>’irrl 
Empmcism and A Pluralistic Universe (I947)7pp gg^rj ^ 
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be worn with equal comfort in January and in July. Yet 
the summer vnll end, it too being subject to change. There 
will come a season and a time for wearing the warmer 
coat. So it is a mistake to think that we could wear the 
same coat all the time, and a mistake to throw it away, 
supposing in the summer that it will never be winter 
again. 

This is the human condition. To it, in the traditions of 
civili^, is addressed the worldly wisdom of the good life. 

In this actual world of diversity and change, how do we 
find the right rule? We shall not find it, says Aristotle, if 
we look for more “clearness” than “the subject matter ad- 
mits oL”° “Matters concerned with conduct and what is 
good for us have no fixity,” and, he added, “the agents 
themselves must in each case consider what is appropriate 
to the occasion.”® 

But the agents, we may note, do not improvise a rule 
which they consider appropriate to the occasion. They 
“consider” something. And that something, says Aristotle, 
is that “it is the nature of things” — including the nature 
of the worldly virtues — “to be destroyed by defect and 
excess.” The problem, then, is to discern “the mean” — ^the 
point between excess and defect where the good, which 
the virtue aims at, is preserved. 

That would be less difficult to do than in fact it is if the 
A mean between excess and defect were a fixed point. But 
it is not. The defect of courage, says AristoUe, is coward- 
ice, as when a man “flies from and fears everjrthing and 
does not stand his ground against anything.” llie excess 
of courage is the rashness of a man ‘^vho fears nothing 
at all but goes to meet every danger,” But to say this does 
not fix the mean in such a way that each man knows, as 
he knows when the traffic light is red or green, just when 
he should stand his ground and when he should not. 

. To expect to be given — to e^ect not to have to judge 
and find — the feed points which are the mean in each 
particular case is, says Aristotle, to ask for more precision 
than can be given to this subject. We must not think of 
the mean as being a fixed point between the extremes. 
-When we do that, we are allowing ourselves to suppose 
that the mean is the point at which a kind of bargain is 
struck between 50 per cent of excess and 50 per cent of 


^ Nlcomachean Ethics, Book I, Ch. 2, 1094b. 12. 
® Ibid,, Book U, Ch. 2, 1104a, 9. 
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3. Lc<z uT.d the Trophets 

Nop. cons the vnsdom of the spirit solve precisely the 
perplexina uro'oletns of worldly conduct. For it is the vi- 
sion of a realm of being in -which the problems of earthly 
existence are not solved but transcended. 

In the immediate, urgent, and particular issues of daily 
life the maior prophets, the seers and the sages, have re- 
markably Utde to offer by way of practical advice and 
specific gm(^nce. The deposit of -wisdom in the Bible and 
in the classic books does not contain a systematic and com- 
prehensive statement of moral principles from which it is 
possible to deduce -with clarity and certainty specific an- 
swers to concrete questions. He who goes to this -wisdom 
looking for guidance of this sort -will be disappointed. If 
he finds it there, he must come to it by analogy and by 
inference. The specific rules of conduct are not explicitly 
there. Were they there, the history of mankind v/ould 
have bera different. For terrible wars and poisonous ha- 
treds arise among men who draw irreconcilably different 
practical conclusions from the same general principles. 

There is a hiatus between the hipest wisdom and the 
actual perplexities with which men must deal. An enc>'- 
clopedia of all that the prophets and the philosophsrs 
have taught will not tell a man clearly and definhelr how 
to make laws, how to go-^m a state, how to edac^,e hi' 
chHdreu — ^how, in fact, to decide the problem; tha*" ^he 
priest encounters in the confessional, the coct^ yP' 
patients, the lawyer -with his clients, the rcd?e 
litigants, the man of affairs m hi- bn'w-=^- 
Faced with practical decisions, tbev^^^'*' 
choice they should make araonc the r- — 

Crete guidance of this sort can'll fcnr' 
m the words of the prophets and dse 
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have not compiled systematic codes of specific rales. for 
concrete cases. These codes are in the books of the scribes, 
the casuists, thelaw^vers and the judges, and their author- 
ity is imputed. It rests on the assumption that the specific 
rules of conduct are implicit in the inspired utterance, and 
have merely been deduced from it. 

The recorded sa3nngs of Jesus and the Apostles do not 
contain a comprehensive body of Ia%vs and of precepts for 
the ordering of men’s lives. In fact the Apostles seern not 
to have tetdized the need of a clear record of the sacred 
deposit. According to Eusebius (VI, L-4), when Peter in 
Rome learned that Mark remembered his sayings and was 
writing them down, “he neither directly forbade nor- en-. 
couraged it” The voluminous and very detailed corpus of 
Christian laws is the work of popes, bishops, councils, can- 
onists, casuists, doctors and writers of textbooks. 

The work began immediately after the apostoh'o age. 
The Reverend Thomas I. Slater, S.J., the author of a 
leading Catholic manual of moral theology for English- 
speakmg countries, says that “the Gospels contain a short 
summary of the teachmg of Jesus Christ; this is developed 
somewbat in certain <lirsctions in the other midngs of 
the New Testament, but the preachers of the Word soon 
found it convenient to have by them brief summaries of 
the moral teaching of our Lord by itself.”* In response 
to tills need there was written, as early as the end of the 
first century, such works as the Didache, or the TeacJiing 
of the Twelve Apostles and the Pastor of Hermas. The 
Didache, says Father Slater, is tlie first handbook of morals 
which comes down to us. It lays down the two moral 
principles of love of God and of neighbor, and then-^ 
because it is a book addressed to the practical difficulties 
of men — it sets out to specify the principal positive and 
negative duties that men ov/e to their parents, children, 
servants, neighbors and the poor. The workhig out of 
comprehensive systems of specific rules for life in this 
%vorld became necessary in connection with the peniten- 
tial system which was organized in the sixth, seventlx and 
eight centuries.® Wffien the Fourth Lateran Council in 
1215 made confession of sin obligatory upon the faithful 
at least once a year, it was necessary to have comprehen- 


' TOotnM J. Slater, A Manual of Moral Theology for English- 
Speahmg Countries (5th ed.), Vol. 11, p. 308. 

J. C. Ayer, A Source Book for Ancient Church History (ISJ" • 
p. o24. 
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to govern it. It is the wisdom of the economy of our pas- 
sions, and of their education and their ordering. It does 
not give the rules of behavior in the actual world. It sets 
before men a vision of themselves transformed. 

Quite evidently the ideal of non-resistance would, if 
literally and consistently followed, abandon the world to 
the predatory. Poverty, universally practiced, would sink 
tlie world in squalor and darkness. Universal^ celibacy 
would extinguish human life. All this is so obvious that, 
manifestly, these ideas, which we find in all Mgh religion, 
cannot be treated as public rules of human conduct They 
are, however, related to human conduct. For they affect 
the nature of man, in that the vision of ourselves trans- 
formed can modify our appetites and our passions.^ 

They are not the practical ideals of the existential 
world. They are the ideals of a realm of being where men 
are redeemed and regenerated and the evils of the world 
have been outgrown. Wliile they are on earth and belong 
to a human society, men cannot enter that realm. But 
they can be drawm toward that realm. They catmot be 
drawn out of the carnal world. But they can be drawn 
away from its excesses, and, by imitation, they can be- 
come in some measure nearer to that which they would 
be if they had become perfect. 

A man who has humility will have acquired in the last 
reaches of his beliefs the saving doubt of his own certainty. 
Though he produces wealth and uses it, and though he 
resists evil, he will have little acquisitiveness and posses- 
siveness, he will have no final attachment to thin gs, he 
will have no strong lust for power or for vengeance. He 
cannot and he will not be perfect. But in some measure 
he will be pulled toward perfection. 

Knowledge of the other realm is not communicable in 
the prosaic language of the familiar material wmrld. For it 
comes from a vision of a world which is not to be per- 
ceived by our semses. The language of the seers cannot be 
direct statements of propositions. They must speak in 
poetic parable and metaphor which intimates and may 
evoke that which is inexpressible in prose. These parables 
and metaphors are addressed not to the government of 
men, but, in the language of Saint Paul, to the creation of 
the new man. Who is this new man? In the famous chap- 
ter of Galatians,’* Paul explains that the Scripture, mcan- 


” Gal.ntians, III: 22-24. 
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ing the law and the prophets of the Old Testament, “hath 
concluded all under sin.” They are addressed to umegen- 
■ crate men, to men as they are in the world, to the sons 
of Adam and Eve who have sufiered what Aqumas caUpd 
a “wounding of nature.” In them, “reason has lost its 
perfect hold over the lower parts of the soul.” 

“The law,” says Saint Paul, “was our schoolmaster. It 
corrected our ignorance, mahce, weakness and lust. But 
after the faith in Christ is come, “we dre no longer under 
a schoolmaster.” When our passions ate transformed by 
allegiance to the other realm of being, we do not need to 
he disciplined. The regenerate man, says Saint Paul, is not 
conformed to this world, but is transformed in the renew- 
ing of his mind.12 Qty of God, says St. Augustine, 
“sin shall have no power to delight,” and men will “not 
he able to sin.”^® They are led of the spirit and have been 
“redeemed.” They can, as Confucius said, follow what 
theh hearts desire without transgressing what is right. 

5 . The Balance of Powers 

As A MAN awakens from his primordial, condition where, 
as Bacon said, custom is the principal ma^strate of his 
life, he finds himself living in two worlds and subject to 
hvo allegiances. There is the familiar world which he 
knows through his senses and there is a world of which 
he has only intimations and knows only through the eyes 
of his mind. He is drawn between the two disparate 
realms of being, and the tension within them is the in- 
e^austible theme of human discourse. To neither can he 
give his whole allegiance. Their prevailing contrasts are 
Ms wretchedness. Their occasional harmonies in the lives 
of saints and the deeds of heroes and die excellence of 
genius are Ms glory. 

In the traditions of civility, the prevailing view has 
realms are inseparable but disparate, 

f, V destiny in the balance, 

wl^ IS never fixed finally between the two. 

Ici 2 d however, always been chal- 

hedomsts who would withdraw 
wholly the leata of existeaoe, to eat, <Wc aod be 

“Romans, XU: 2. 

The City of God, XXII, 30. 
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merry without the pains and the qualms that go with im 
mortal yearnings. The view of civility has been challengec 
by the ascetics who would withdraw irom the realm o 
existence, waiting for die end of the world and their owi 
release from mortality. It has been challenged by thi 
primitive Chiliasts, who live in the expectation that Ihi 
millennium, according to the revelation of Saint John, i 
near at hand. And it has been challenged by the moden 
perfectionists who believe tliat by their own revolutionaq 
acts men can make themselves the creators of heaven oi 
this earth. In all these views the error stems from thf 
same fundamental disorder. All refuse to recognize that 
on the one hand, the two realms cannot be fused, and that 
on the other hand, they cannot be separated and isolatec 
— ^that they must be related by striking, maintaining, re 
dressing a balance between them. 

This is a complex and subtle truth, rather like a sun 
in mathematics which cannot be expressed in the finih 
terms of ordinary quantities. 

Because we are drawn between the two realms, then 
can be no definitive line of demarcation of the orbits o: 
the state and of the church. Though the political govern' 
ment is concerned primarily with the affairs of the existen- 
tial world, though the churches are primarily committee 
to the realm of the spirit, they meet whenever and wher- 
ever there are issues of right and wrong, issues of whai 
is the nature of man, of what is his true image, his place 
in the scheme of things, and his destiny. Both the state ahe 
the churches are involved in these decisions, and then 
relationship cannot be defined by any clear, precise de- 
marcation of their respective spheres of influence. 

In the tension between them, which is the theme of sc 
much of the history of the Western society, neither musi 
be allowed to conquer and absorb the other. The experi- 
ence of the West has taught that lesson. But it has tauglit 
also, that the two realms cannot be separated, that the5 
cannot be isolated and insulated in different compart- 
ments. There is little room for freedom under the abso- 
lute power of a totalitarian church which dominates the 
secular force of the government, and none under a totali- 
tarian state which has absorbed the spiritual powers into 
the secular. The best that is possible in the human condi- 
tion, and in the world as it is, is that the state and the 
churches should each be too strong to be conquered, nol 
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its opportunities. 

But while the separation of the powers of the churches 
and of the state is essential to a right relationship between 
them, the_ negative rule is not the principle of their 
right relationship. Church and state need to be separate, 
autonomous, and secure. But they must also meet on all 
the issues of good and evil. 

^ese issues arise concretely in the fixing of public 
^ f family, marriage, divorce, the authority 

{ the father and of the mother, the guardianship of cMl- 
aren, education, inheritance, the distribution of wealth, 
ci^e and pumshment, standards of taste, loyalty and al- 
and_ unrighteous war. These ^sues, as 
f E’^'^yclical Immorlale Dei 
the^SSfSi on and judgment of both” 
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Yet this is not a reason for agreeing ^vi^h Cobden that 
the idea is “an iindescribed, indescribable, incomprehensi- 
ble nothing.”^' ^ 

If a term has many diver^g definitions, it is better 
to be^n by assuming diat it is full of meaning. For none 
of the main ideas of our civilization has a single meaning.^® 

But in the great ideas there is some ,kind of central 
validity around which disagreements and a variety of 
meanings continue to revolve. Every one of the great ideas 
is confusing, because it is too full of meaning to be de- 
fined simply. But if it were empty of meaning, it would 
have disappeared into the void along with last week’s 
argument between tv/o drunken men. 

Anyone using a complex term like “the balance of 
power” must, of course, say what he means by it. I start 
with Hobbes, who said that “in the natural state of men 
when there is no government and no law, there is a war 
of every man against every man.”” 

Hobbes did not say that everyone is in fact trying to 
kill everyone else but that there is “a perpetual and rest- 
less desire of power after power, that ceaseth only in 
death , . . and that this competition of riches, honor, 
command, or other powers incline us to contention, en- 
mity and war because the way of one competitor to the 
attaining of his desires is to loll, subdue, supplement, or 
repel the other.”’® 

But how out of the anarchy of warring powers can a . 
government arise which is strong enough to impose law 
and order, and how can men be induced to respect the 
laws? Granted that out of the struggle of the rival lords, 
a victor will emerge as sovereign lord who rules all the 
others: the question is how one lord among other lords 
can become strong enough to overcome aU the oUiers. 
The answer is that almost never can he do this by pitting 
his strength against that of all the others jointly; rarely, 
too, can he do that by pitting his strength against each of 
them separately, one after the other. The general rule is 
that he must be able to take advantage of and, in meas- 
ure, to contrive a situation where his rivals oppose each 
other. When their forces are balanced against one an- 


I Haas from Richard Cobden, Political Writings (Lon- 

don, 1878), pp. 111-114. 

17 Great Ideas, a Syntopicon, Mortimer J. Adler, Editor. 

1 Part I. Ch. 13. 

’s Ibtd., Part I, Ch. 1 1. 
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ote tlej aie tMtralized, imd his power may then be 

'IS" e mectanicd principle by which 

fc^iTSstless desire for power after POWr B 
brSt mto an order. The desire for power to be 
reduced. This can rarely be done, and never for ^ 
an omnipotent ruler. Tyranny, as Aijtotle 
ago, IS short-lived.i'* Nor can the desire fov power be 
reduced sufficiently by education and e^bortaUon. As 
Montesquieu said, . . constant expenence shows ^ 
that every man invested with power is apt to abuse it, 
and to carry his authority as far as it will go. Is it not 
strange, though true, to say that virtue itself has needs 
of limits? To prevent this abuse it is necessary' from 
the very nature of things that power should be checked 
by power.”^'’ 

hi the measure that power is checked by power, that 
opposing powers are in balance, neither can prevail. Both 
are constrained v/ithin a common situation. In this condi- 
tion, when the ^nderable forces are in balance, neither 
being able or wiffing to exert decisive force, the impon- 
derable means of reason become efficacious. 

Inter arma silent leges. In the clash of anns the laws 
are silent. We may add that in the truce of arms the laws 
are heard. 

Like any technical procedure, the balancing of power 
to neutralize power can be used for good, bad and in- 
different ends. There are many v/ho would say that the 
good end which politicians always profess is merely the 
rationalization of the perpetual and restless desire for 
power after power. '‘The truth of the matter,” said 
Nicholas Spykman,2i “is that states are interested only 
m a balance which is in their favor ... the balance 
uesired is the one which neutralizes other states, leavino 

voiS? 

But Of what “matter” is this the “truth”? That narticu- 

^Pohfici, Book V, Ch, 12 , I3i5bn 
2I.25.' 'i^/orld Foliticx tlUl), pp. 
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the truth about the first, or fallen nature of men. But this 
is not a truth about the balance of power. It is the truth 
about the condition which the balance of power can be 
used to correct. 

Each contender for power, we must assume, will seek 
to win the contest — ^to become the ruler, and to exercise 
the deciding voice. But there remains still what the ruler 
— when he has the deciding voice — is interested in decid« 
ing. Will he use the position he has achieved in the system 
of forces in order to aggrandize his own power, and to 
increase his own privileges? Or is his chief interest in 
the order itself — ^that is to say, in the nation, the com- 
monwealth, the great community — in its survival and in 
its harmony and in its development? 

There is a radical difference between being a contender 
for power, a rival among rivals, and being the guardian 
of the order which intends to regulate all the rivalries. 
In the one, the technique of the balance of power is used 
as an instrument of aggression and defense. In the other, 
it is used as the structural principle of public order in 
the good society. 



CHAPTER ELEVEN 

The Defense of Civility 


I. 


The Thesis Restated 


We have now made a reconnaissance in the Public 
philosophy in order to test the chances of its revival Our 
LnaS^for making this^ attempt rests on certain general 
findings about the condition of the Western v/orld. 

The first is that free institutions and democracy were 
conceived and established by men who adhered to a pub- 
lic philosophy. Though there have been maiiy schools 
in tins philosophy, there are fundamental principles com- 
mon to all of them; that, in Cicero’s words, “law is the 
bond of civil society,” and that all men, governors and 
the governed, are always under, are never above, laws; 
that these laws can be developed and refined by rational 
discussion, and that the highest laws are thop upon which 
all rational men of good will, when fully informed, will 
tend to agree. 

The second finding from which we have proceeded, in 
our inquiry, is that the modem democracies have aban- 
doned the main concepts, principles, precepts, and the 
general manner of thinlong which I have been calling the 
public philosophy. I hold that liberal democracy is not an 
intelli^ble form of government and cannot be made to 
work except by men who possess the philosophy in which 
liberal democracy was conceived and founded. The 
prospects of liberal democracy in this time of mighty 
Muntenevolutions are, therefore, bound up with the ques- 
tion whether the public philosophy is obsolete or whether 
it can be revived, reunited and renewed. 

I believe that the public philosophy can be revived 
and the reconnaissance which we have made has been a 
demonstration that when it is applied to such central 
wnc^ts as popular sovereignty, property, freedom of 
speech, and education, the public philosophy clarifies the 
problems and opens the way towards rational and ac- 
solutions. The revival of the public philosophy 
depends on whether its principles and precep^ts— wWch 
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were articulated before the industrial revolution, before 
the era of rapid technological change, and before the lise 
of the mass democracies — depends on -whether this old 
philosophy can be reworked for the modem age. If this 
cannot be done, then the free and democratic nations face 
the totalitarian challenge without a public philosophy 
wMch free men believe in and cherish, with no public 
faith beyond a mere official agnosticism, neutrality and 
indifference. There is not much doubt how the struggle 
is likely to end if it lies between those who, believing, 
care very much — and those -who, lacking behef, cannot 
care very much. 

2. The Covwnmication of the Public Philosophy 

We come now to the problem of communicating the 
public philosophy to the modem democracies. The prob- 
lem has been, to be sure, only too obrious from the^ b^ 
ginning. For, as we have seen, the public philosophy is in 
a deep contradiction with the Jacobin ideolog}', -which is, 
in fact, the popular doctrine of the mass democracies. 
The public philosophy is addressed to the government of 
our appetites and passions by the reasons of a second, 
> ci-vilized, and, therefore, acquired nature. Therefore, the 
public philosophy cannot be popular. For it aims to resist 
and to regulate those very desires and opinions which are 
most popular. The warrant of the public philosophy is 
that while the regime it imposes is hard, the results of 
rationed and disciplined government will be good. And 
so, while the right but hard decisions are not hkety to be 
popular when they are taken, the wrong and soft deci- 
sions will, if they are frequent and big enough, bring on a 
disorder in which freedom and democracy are destroyed. 

If_w-e ask whether the public philosophy can be com- 
municated to the democracies, the answer must begin 
with the acknowledgment that there must be a doctrine 
to communicate. The philosophy must first be made clear 
and pertinent to our modem anxieties. Our reconnais- 
sance has been addressed to that first need. 

But beyond it lies the problem of the capacity and the 
wiliin^ess of modem men to receive this kind of phi- 
Iwophy. The concepts and the principles of the '“■•blic 
philosophy have their being in the realm 
entities. They cannot be experienced by ovr 
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The Gospels, state, that there were mysteries which Jesus 
f-ould unveil only to a few. He said, “He who has ears to 
ear, let him hear.”* But — 

“When he was alone, those who were about him with 
the twelve asked him concerning the parables. And he 
said to them, “To you has been given the secret of the 
kingdom of God, but for those outside everything is in 
parables . . .”® 

Only privately to his own disciples, says Mark, did he 
xplain “everytlung”; to “the whole crowd” he spoke the 
rord “as they were able to hear it; he did not speak to 
lem without a parable,” 

Why? Because, says Dante, the divine mysteries are 
eyond the reach of human understanding — 

It is needful to speak thus to your wit, since only through 
objects of sense does it apprehend diat which it after- 
wards would make worthy of the intellect. For this 
the scripture condescends to your capacity, and attrib- 
utes feet and hands to God, and means otherwise.* 

There is a need to condescend to our capacity because, 

. Paul Tillich puts it, “It is impossible to be concerned 
I something which cannot be encountered concretely, 
it in the realm of reality or in the realm of imagination 
. . the more concrete a thin g is, the more the possible 
oncem about it. The completely concrete being, the in- 
ividual person, is the object of the most radical concern 
-the concern of love.” There is in consequence, he 
says, an “inescapable inner tension in the idea of God” 
— between God conceived as transcending all that is 
particular and finite, on the one hand, and the concrete- 
ness of an image of God on fte other. In order to have a 
human concern there is needed a “being to being rela- 
tionship ... a concrete God, a God with whom man 
can deal” in his religious experience.® 

While Tillich is a theologian examining the meaning 

-The Gospel According to St. Mark, IV:9. 

IV: 10-12. 

■‘•Divine Comedy, translated by C. E. Norton (1941), Paradise, 
Canto rv. Verses 40-45, 

. ®Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology (1951), Vol. I, Part E, 
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of God, which he defines as the “name fer thst r r'e'- 
concems men ultimately,” his findings iiluminr.e ' th: 
problem which we are studying. How can men be c~a- 
cerned effectively with ideas and ideals that traa'cer.-i 
their personal experience and cannot be verified cmain- 
cally in the realm of existence? Tire principles of the cecd 
society call for a concern with an order of being — rChieh 
pnnot be proved existentially to the sense organs — wi’.ere 
it matters supremely that the human person is i-nvielable. 
that reason shall regulate the will, that truth shall prevail 
over error. 

Because it is difficut to care about that which is net 
concrete, there is, in Tillich’s language, “a tension in 
human experience.” In order to become concerned about, 
to feel committed to, transcendent objects, we have to 
believe in them: to lielieve in them they must be con- 
crete, they must in fact or in imagination be drawn into 
the orbit of our sense organs. But as we condescend in 
this fashion to our capacity, attributing foot and hand to 
God, the belief becomes involved with, often dependent 
upon, the materialization. Because of this dependence, 
the belief is vulnerable. For a little Imowlcdgc, as for 
example that the foot and hand arc a metaphor, may 
destroy the beliefi 


3. ConstiwtioTiaUs 7 }j Made Concrete 

Early in the history of Western society, political think- 
ers in Rome hit upon the idea that the concept.s of llic 
public philosophy — ^particularly the idea of reciprocal 
riehts and duties under law — could be given concrete- 
ness by treating tlicm as contracts. In this waj’, freedom 
emanating from a constitutional order has been advocated, 
explained, made real to the imagination and tlie con- 
science of Western men; by c.stablisliing the prc.sumption 
that civilized society is founded on a public social contract. 

A contract is an acreement reached voluntarily, quid 
pro quo, and likely, therefore, to be obscr\'Cc!— in any 
event, rightfully enforceable. Being voluntary, K h.w --g 
consent of the parties. Tlie prc.suinption is not oni- 
one party has acceded to what tlic other par'v piv 
but also that, in the original meaning oS tlic Wv>’. ; 

parties have consented — lliat they have thouge.r. ! 
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judged the matter together.® Being a contract, the agree- 
ment will, presumably, be specific enough to minimize the 
quarrels of misunderstanding. It will say what the partis 
may expect of one another. It will say what are their 
respective rights and duties. In the field of the contract, 
their relations will be regulated and criteria will exist for 
adjudicating issues between them. 

These are the essential characteristics of a constitu- 
tional system. It can be said to prevail when every man 
in and out of office is bound by lawful contracts. Without 
this, that is without constitutional government, there is no 
freedom. For the antithesis to being free is to be at the 
mercy of men who can act arbitraiffiy. It is not to know 
what may be done to you. It is to have no right to an 
accounting, and to have no means of objecting. Despotism 
and anarchy prevail when a constitutional order does not 
exist. Both are lawless and arbitrary. Indeed, despotism 
may be defined as the anarchy of lawless rulers, and 
anarchy as the despotism of lawless crowds. 

The first principle of a civilized state is that power is 
legitimate only when it is under contract. Then it is, as 
we say, duly constituted. This principle is of such con- 
ttolling significance that in the Western world the mak- 
ing of the contracts of government and of society has 
, usu^y been regarded as marking — historically or sym- . 
'bolically — the crossing of the line which divides barbarity, 
from civility. 

Yet, as a matter of fact, there were not many actual 
documents. The public men who developed the constitu- 
tional systems of the West had a few texts, actually 
signed and sealed and delivered, to work with. There 
were, says Gierke, some “actual contracts betw'een Ger- 
man princes and the estates of their realms.” There are 
thp celebrated contracts like Magna Carta, the Bill of 
Rights, the American Constitution. But genuine historic 
contracts are scarce, and they do not begin to cover all 
the political powers that need to be regulated. 

There are not and never have been, and indeed could 
never be, specific contracts covering the unwritten laws 
of the good society, covering the domain of manners, as 
Lord Moulton called it, which includes “aU things that a 
man should impose upon himself, from duty to good 

Religion and Ethics, Vol. IV, article “Con- 
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falsehood . , . where it 'is but from government that 
contracts derive their binding force?”® _ 

To this we must reply that a fiction is not necessarily a 
falsehood. It may be the vehicle of a truth. Where do 
governments derive the power, which Bentham speaks of, 
to bind contracts? Only where the governments are con- 
ducted by men in a community who^ feel themselves 
bound by the belief that contracts are binding. The, laws, 
prevail when the lawmakers and the judges and the law 
enforcers are attached to the laws. When they are not 
attached to the laws, the laws of contract and the laws 
of the li^ts of man — ^the laws of the constitution, ' of 
charters, of treaties — are a dead letter, like, for example, 
the encyclopedic bill of rights in the Soviet Constitution 
of 1936. 

“The personal liberty of the individual,” says Black- 
stone, in the celebrated chapter on “The Legal Rights 
of Englishmen,”^® is protected in part by the Habeas 
Corpus Act, which provides that “no subject of England 
can be long detained in prison” imless it can be proved 
in court that he is lawfully imprisoned. “Lest this act 
should be evaded by demanding unreasonable bail or 
sureties for the prisoner’s appearance, it is declared . . . 
that excessive bail ought not to be required.” 

But the Habeas Corpus Act, which is a legal device to 
protect the personal liberty of the individual, does that — 
obviously enough — only where and when it is observed 
and enforceable. That vvill be only in a country where 
the executive and the assembly, the judges, the jailers 
and the lawyers feel bound, as If by personal contract, to 
the principles of the Habeas Corpus Act. Otherwise, no 
matter what the words of the law, it can happen to any- 
one, as to the man in Kafka’s storyv that he might never 
find out why be was in prison. Blackslone could not 
have written with such assurance that the Habeas Corpus 
Act prevents arbitraiy detention in prison if in the Eng- 
land of his time the rights and duties that the Act declares 
had not become concrete and real, had not become , 
matters of genuine concern. 


® Jcrmy Bentham, Anarchical Fallacies; Being an Examination 
^^‘^‘‘O'ation of Rights Issued During the French Revohiiion, 
Art. II, Sentence 1. 

" Commentaries, Book 1, Chapter I, 2. 
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5. The Lbnhs of Accoiiwiodation 

But there are limits beyond which we cannot car^ the 
time-honored method of accommodating the diversity of 
beliefs. As we know from the variety and sharpness of 
schisms and sects in our time, we have gone beyond' 
the limits of accommodation. We know, too, tliat as the 
divisions grow wider and more irreconcilable, there arise 
issues of loyalty with which the general principle of toler- 
ation is unable to cope. 

For the toleration of differences is possible only on the 
assumption that there is no vital threat to tlie community. 
Toleration is not, therefore, a sufScient principle for deal- 
ing with the diversity of opinions and beliefs. It is itself 
dependent upon the positive principle of accommodation. 
The principle calls for the effort to find agreement beneath 
the differences. 

In studying how accommodation is achieved, wc may , 
begin by observing that it is the philosophers, using 
Aristotle’s broad terminology, who work out and promote 
the plural interpretation. They propose the terms for ac- 
commodating their immaterial belief to the concrete and 
materialized imagery of the fundamentalists. Thus it, was 
the Cambridge PlatonisC, John Smith, who took tlie initia- 
tive about the devil. John Smith was not addressing the 
fundamentalists who believed in the personified devil; 
in fact what he said about the whole matter was not 
meant to trouble the fundamentalists at all. He was ad- 
dressing men who were unable to believe in the person- 
ified devil and yet were still in essential communion with 
the fundamentalists. For they did believe in the spirit of 
the devil which, as everyone knows, is in all of us. In 
ffiis accommodation the Christian Platonists gave up try- 
ing to believe what they could not believe. They went on 
believing that which in its essence their fundamentalist 
neighbors believed. Thus they could continue to live in 
the. same community with them. 

There is an impressive historical example of how by 
accommodation it is possible to communicate these diffi- 
ralt trutlis to a large heterogeneous society. In mediaeval 
Christendom a great subject of accommodation' was the 
ongm and sanction of tlie public philosophy itself, of tlie, 
natural Jaws of the rational order. Otto von Gierke saj^ 
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that despite the iimumeiable learned^ controversies of the 
lawyers, the theologians and the philosophers, all were 
agreed that there was natural law, w’hich, on the one 
hand, radiated from a principle transcending earthly power, 
and on the other hand was true and perfectly binding 
law . . . the hipest power on earth was subject to the 
rules of natural law. They stood above the Pope and above 
the Kaiser, above the ruler and above the sovereign people, 
nay, above the whole co mmuni ty of mortals. Neither statute 
nor act of government, neither resolution of the people nor 
custom, could break the bounds that thus were set Vtliat- 
ever contradicted the eternal and immutable principles ci 
natural law was utterly void and would bind no one.”^ 
But though there was agreement on this, there was 
deep controversy over whether the natural laws were ±e 
commands of God or whether they were the dictates cr 
an eternal reason, grounded on the being of Gcd, cTc 
unalterable even by God himself. How were sasn tr 
imagine, to materialize and make concrete the nanarti 
law which is above the Pope and the Kaiser and aZ 
mortals? As decrees of an omniscient and cnrrh-rtnra 
heavenly king? Or as the principles of the narrre cf 
tl^gs? There were some who could not ccnswe n: 
binding laws which had to be obeyed unless there wsi £ 
lawgiver made in the image of the human hrmrun 
they had seen or heard about There were ethers m Zhme 
capacity it was not necessary to condescend wim rmn 
\ that much materialization. 

The crucial point, however, is not where ±e nmnndhr 
and supematuralists disagreed. It is thm ±n~ rid 
that there was a valid law wnsen* wnmne*^ n ^ 

commandment of God or the lessen m r—— -r^r mm- 
cendent. They did agree that it was nm mmerimr re- 
dded upon by certain men and &=r mneririred m ±em 
It was not someone’s fancy, somecreh rremrire” rrme- 
one’s wish or rationalizatiGn. a rsrrh'irrim ^^^mnerr^ 
and no more. It is there cb:ectf^>. '' 

can be discovered. It has to he ermed ' ' 
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6. The Death of God 

As LONG, then, as both the philosopher and the theolo- 
gian believe in the objective order, there can be accom- 
modation about the degree and kind of materialization. 
The range and variety of men’s capacity to understand 
is very great. So, too, must be the range and variety of tlie 
images which condescend to their varjdng capacities: We 
can, therefore, avoid much misunderstanding if we do 
not confound the materialization — ^\vhich is the mode of 
communicating belief — ^with the subject of the belief. For 
not until we go down under the comparatively superficial 
question of belief or unbelief, in any particular materializa- 
tion, do we find the radical problems of belief and un- 
belief. 

When Martin Buber speaks of “the great images of 
God fashioned by mankind.”^® he recognizes that there 
can be many images, or indeed that there can be no image 
which has concreteness to our sense perceptions. . , 

The critical question does not turn on whether men 
do or do not believe in an imagery. It turns on whetlier ' 
they believe that a man is able “to experience a reality 
absolutely independent of himself,” When Sartre, fol- 
lowing Nietzsche, says that “God is dead,” the critical 
point is not that he refuses to believe in the existence, 
however attenuated, of an anthropomorphic God. There 
can be, indeed there is, great faith and deep religion 
without any concrete image of God. The radical un- 
belief lies underneath the metaphor of God’s death. It is 
in Sartre’s saying that “if I have done away with God -the 
Fatlier, someone is needed to invent values ... life has 
no meaning a priori ... it is up to you to give it a 
meaning, and value is nothing but the meaning that you 
choose.”*^ 

With this, Sartre has done away not only with God the 
Father but with the recognition that beyond our private - 
worlds lliere is a public world to which we belong. If 
what js good, what is right, what is true, is only what the 
individual “chooses” to “invent,” then we are outside tlic 


Martin Buber, EcUpe of God (1952), p. 22. 

Existcntiatism, translated by Bernard Frecht- 
mnn (1947), p. 58. See also Martin Buber, op. cU., p. 93. 
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Operate in practical affairs. And their doctrine, which 
they, themselves, have learned in the schools and nni- . 
versities, have the shape and the reference and the 
direction which the prevailing philosophy gives it. 

That is how and why philosophy and theology are the 
ultimate and decisive studies in v/hich we engage. In 
them are defined the main characteristics of the images 
of man which will be acted upon in the arts and sciences 
of the epoch. The role of philosophers is rarely, no doubt, 
creative. But it is critical, in that they have a deciding 
influence in determining what may be believed, how it 
can be believed, and what cannot be believed. The 
philosophers, one might say, stand at the crossroads, 
't^le they may not cause the traffic to move, they can 
stop it and start it, they can direct it one way or the other. 

I do not contend, though I hope, that the decline of 
Western society will be arrested if the teachers in our 
schools and universities come back to the great tradition 
of the public philosophy. But I do contend that the de- 
cline, which is already far advanced, cannot be arrested 
if the prevailing philosophers oppose this restoration and 
revival, if they impugn rather than support the validity 
of an order which is superior to the values that Sartre 
tells each man “to invent.” 

What the prevailing philosophers say about religion 
is not itself, in Tillich’s terms, religion as an ultimate 
concern of worship and of love. But if the philosophers 
teach that religious experience is a purely psychological 
phenomenon, related to nothing beyond each man’s psy- ■ 
chic condition, then they will give educated men a bad 
intellectual conscience if they have religious experiences. 
The philosopher cannot give tliem religTon. But they can 
keep them away from it. 

^ Philosophers play the same role in relation to the prin- 
ciples of the good society. These require, as we have seen, 
the mastery of human nature in the raw by an acquired 
rational second nature. In the literal sense, tlie principles 
of the good society must be unpopular until they have 
prevailed sufficiently to alter the popular impulses. For 
■ ^ popular^ impulses are opposed to public principles, 
^cse principles cannot be made to prevail if they are 
discredited, — if they_ are dismissed as superstition, as ob- 
meaningless metaphysics, as reactionary, as 
self-scekmg rationalizations. 

The public philosophy is in a large measure intellectu- 
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ally discredited among contemporary men. Because of 
that, what we may caS the terms of discourse in public 
controversy are highly unfavorable to anyone who ad- 
heres to the public philosophy. The signs and seals of 
le^timacy, of ri#itness and of truth, have been taken 
over by men who reject, even when they are_ not the 
avowed adversaries of, the doctrine of constitutional de- 
mocracy. 

If the decline of -the West under the misrule of the 
people is to be halted, it w'ill be necessary to alter these 
terms of discourse. They are now set overwhelmingly 
against the credibility and against the rightness _ of the 
principles of the constitutional state; they are set in favor 
of the Jacobin conception of the emancipated and sovereign 
people.^” 

I have been arguing, hopefully and wishfully, that it 
may be possible to alter the terms of discourse if a con- 
vincing demonstration can be made that the principles 
of the good society are not, in Sartre’s phrase, invented 
and chosen — ^that the conditions which must met if 
there is to be a good society are there, outside our wishes, 
where they can be discovered by rational inquiry, and 
developed and adapted and refined by rational discussion. 

If eventually this were demonstrated successfully, it 
would, I believe, rearm all those who are concerned with 
the anomy of our society, with its progressive barbariza- 
tion, and with its descent into violence and tyranny. 
Amidst the quagmire of moral impressionism they would 
stand again on hard intellectual ground where there are 
significant objects that are given and are not merely pro- 
jected, that are compelling and are not merely wished. 
Their hope would be re-established that there is a public 
world, sovereign above the infinite number of contradic- 
tory and competing private worlds. Without this cer- 
tainty, their strug^e must be unavailing. 

As the defenders of civility, they cannot do without 
the signs and seals of le^timacy, of rightness and of 
truth. For it is a practical rule, well known to e.vperi- 
enced_ men, that the relation is very close betw'een our 
capacity to act at all and our conviction that the action wc 
are taking is right. This does not mean, of course, that 
the action is necessarily right WTiat is necessaiv to con- 
tinuous action is that it shall be believed to be riri'.t. 


Cf. Chapter Seven. 
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Without that belief, most men will not have energy 
and will to persevere in the action. Thus satanism, which 
prefers evil as such, is present in some men and perhaps 
potential in many. Yet, except in a condition of the pro- 
foundest hysteria, as in a lynching, satanism cannot be 
preached to multitudes. Even Hitler, who was enormously 
Satanic and delighted in monstrous evil, did nevertheless 
need, it would seem, to be reassured that he was not only 
a great man but, in a mysterious way, a righteous one. 

William Jennings Bryan once said that to be clad in 
the armor of righteousness will make the humblest citizen 
of all the land stronger than all the hosts of error.^’- That 
is not quite true. But the reason the humblest citizen is 
not stronger than the hosts of error is that the latter also 
are clad in an armor which they at least believe is the 
armor of righteousness. Had they not been issued the 
armor of ri^teousness, they would not, as a matter of 
fact, be a host at all. For political ideas acquire operative 
force in human affairs when, as we have seen, ftey ac-. 
quire legitimacy, when they have the title of being right 
which binds men’s consciences. Then they possess, as die 
Confucian doctrine has it, “the mandate of heaven.” 

In the crisis within the Western society, there is at 
'issue now the mandate of heaven. 

-i 

Speech at Democratic National Convention {Chicago, 1896), 
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